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Abstract: Structured student exchange programs are known to foster intercultural competence 

(IC). We conceptualize IC as a construct that ranges from the individual level to the interactive 

cultural level, and we complement existing models of intercultural sensitivity and processes of 

introspection. Several factors may influence IC, such as mediatization, the ubiquity of 

geomedia, and global economic power shifts – in our case the rising global influence of China. 

In our long-term, qualitative case study on Austrian/German and Chinese exchange students, 

we consider geomediatization as a new socio-technological regime that influences processes of 

social, cultural and physical orientation. The results indicate that, at the level of student 

exchanges, IC is a process of self-reflection and self-development. Geomedia play a major role 

in this process: they promise to provide a certain authenticity of experience, and sense of 

independence and safety, promises that are thwarted by exchange students’ strong platform 
dependence and reliance on “the bubble”. 
 

Keywords: Geomedia, intercultural competence, China, student exchange, qualitative case 

study 

 

Introduction 

 

Intercultural competence (IC) has been intensively investigated and its importance in a 

globalized world is undisputed. It is even framed as a key competence in the 21st century 

(Bertelsmann Stiftung and Fondazione Cariplo, 2008). The importance of IC is often argued, 

and given increased professional opportunities in a global labor market, student exchange 

programs are seen as effective tools to foster this soft skill. In the European context, the 

Erasmus+ Higher Education Program functions under the umbrella of the European 

Commission to serve students, staff and institutions, and the impact study by Souto-Otero et al. 

(2019) shows significant results for the students who participated. Interestingly, the authors’ 
results show high levels of intercultural openness, tolerance and engagement with social and 

political issues, and significant results with regards to competences relevant to employment and 

social cohesion (such as intercultural understanding or critical analysis of the media) (ibid. 

181). 
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Three developments have possible fundamental influences on IC and the ability to achieve 

it. First, alongside other metaprocesses such as globalization, individualization and 

commercialization, mediatization concerns the central role of the media and media technologies 

in almost every aspect of our lives (Krotz, 2007), or even their indispensability (Jansson, 

2018a).  

Second, interwoven with those metaprocesses are global power shifts, influencing 

worldwide policymaking. On the one hand there are transnational, global companies, the so 

called “big five” (Google for Searching; Facebook among social media; Amazon in online 
retailing; Apple and Microsoft in personal computing), that have led to a “commercial 
annexation of public culture” and to an “economy of advanced capitalism” (Murdock, 2017, p. 

123). The privacy policies, and data-mining and marketing strategies of these companies have 

created a new form of capitalism, “surveillance capitalism” (Zuboff, 2015, 2019), thus bringing 

existing notions of “private” and “public” into question, and allowing new variants of social 
and political life to thrive. These developments are particularly driven by geodata (Atteneder 

& Collini-Nocker, 2018; Claesson & Bjørstad, 2020; Elwood & Leszczynski, 2011; Keßler & 
McKenzie, 2018). On the other hand, there is China with its closed political, social and media 

systems, economy and self-controlled digital platforms, but rising global influence regarding 

(digital) infrastructure, developments in engineering, financial power through loans, and 

massive investments in Artificial Intelligence (AI).  

China currently competes head-to-head with the USA regarding digital infrastructures, 

platform economics, robotics and automation; Europe is far behind (Heymann & Körner, 
2018). The Chinese government invests in Europe’s digital and physical infrastructures with 
projects such as the “One Belt, One Road” infrastructure network project, with a strategy 

formulated under the slogan “Made in China 2025” to overcome China’s reputation for cheap 
mass products or the government’s plans to launch China’s own digital currency (Chen, 2019). 

China grants credits to foster those infrastructures to such an extent that some countries risk 

never being able to pay back their loans (Steinmetz, 2018). This initiative is accompanied by 

media offensives on Western network platforms to promote China's hard and soft power (Liang, 

2019).  

Other particularly noteworthy Chinese initiatives, with a potentially global reach, include 

plans to revolutionize China’s entire health system (“Healthy China 2030”) to make it more 

affordable, by outsourcing some diagnoses and treatments to AI platforms such as “Ping An 
Good Doctor” (Lovett, 2018; Wang, 2015), a service that would also include a “smart medicine 
cabinet” that could dispense more than 100 medications (Lovett, 2018; Wang, 2015). Another 

notable initiative is the introduction of a “Social Credit System”(Schlieker, 2019) based on 

(social network) behavior, and face and voice recognition, where algorithms decide which 

behaviors to foster and which to hamper. This system, which is being trialed between 2014 and 

2020 to test the honesty and creditworthiness of voluntary participants, is a major step towards 

total control and surveillance (Sinopi, 2018).  

At the same time, the Chinese university sector has been developed thanks to significant 

investment. According to the Center for World University Rankings (2017), there are several 

fields in which Chinese universities are particularly strong, notably Computer Science 

(Hardware and Architecture, Information Systems, Theory and Methods), Software 

Engineering, Telecommunications and Artificial Intelligence. Due to Chinese protectionism, 

which prevented U.S. corporations like Google and Amazon from penetrating Chinese markets, 

China developed successful equivalents such as Baidu (China’s biggest search engine), Alibaba 
(an e-commerce platform with payment function), and Tencent, which combines instant 

messaging, a social network platform, an email service, online games platforms, news portals, 

online trading and a payment function. According to Goldfarb & Trefler (2018), China has 

developed significant commercial AI capabilities that can be measured by the number of 
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Chinese authors presenting papers at the major research conference hosted by the AAAI 

(Association for the Advancement of Artificial Intelligence). Whereas in 2012, 41% of the 

speakers were affiliated to U.S. institutions, this number decreased to 34% in 2017. 

Interestingly, in the same timeframe, the number of presenters affiliated to China increased 

from 10% to 23%. If we compare the largest companies engaged in AI by market capitalization, 

it is remarkable that Tencent and Alibaba, both AI-intensive Chinese firms, are also amongst 

the largest companies in the world (Goldfarb & Trefler, 2018, pp. 1-4). 

These Chinese initiatives, which increase the global area of influence, not only lead to 

changes in political power relations, but especially to a spread of specific values and norms, 

such as an understanding of state control or privacy that differs from Europe. China's rising 

power status in international systems is linked to China as a normative power (Zhou & Esteban, 

2018). A better understanding of culturally different value and norm systems and the 

corresponding skills and behaviors could therefore become increasingly indispensable to gain 

a foothold in a globalized job market. It is precisely this argumentation that legitimizes the 

increasing number of exchange programs between different countries and is listed as the main 

benefit of participating in such programs. In this respect, an exchange program with China is 

particularly suitable for exploring the conditions for developing intercultural competence. 

Third, a new socio-technological condition – geomedia as “relational concept” – 

culminates in fundamentally new ways of (re)thinking the dialectics of place and media. 

Conceptually, the term "geomedia" describes the current media reality and does not only refer 

to a bundle of specific technologies or their associated practices, but rather functions as a label 

for the situations created by location-sensitive and spatial in interaction with further social, 

economic, cultural or political developments. Therefore, “Geomediatization” – that is, the 

indispensability of geomedia technologies in almost all social spheres and the subsequent 

adaption of (inter)actions (Adams, Cupples, Glynn, & Jansson, 2017, p. 10) – plays a role in 

our specific context, as exchange students might have an increased need for social, cultural and 

physical orientation. Our assumption is that geomedia influence the appropriation and 

perception of processes of culture, space and sociality in manifold ways.  

There is extensive literature on social media, ICTs and appropriation of place in the context 

of tourism (see e.g.: Amaro, Duarte, & Henriques, 2016; Jansson, 2018b; Munar & Jacobsen, 

2014; Narangajavana, Callarisa Fiol, Moliner Tena, Rodríguez Artola, & Sánchez García, 
2017; Nguyen, Camacho, & Jung, 2016; O'Regan, 2009; Su, Wan, Hu, & Cai, 2016), most 

often based on Urry’s “tourist gaze” (Urry, 2002) seen as a performative act, with its typical 

practices such as photo-taking. We consider these studies on tourism as organized mobility as 

part of a new mobility paradigm (Sheller & Urry, 2006). They are important as they concern 

tourists’ changed perceptions of place. More recent research in geomedia studies has had 

diverse application fields. Jansson (2019) promotes an analytical framework for the role of 

geomedia technologies in gentrification processes; Halegoua (2020) and Polson (2015, 2016) 

focus on professional mobility and digital place-making that provoke new affordances and 

agencies, especially for women; Frith and Wilken (2019) point to the social shaping of 

geomedia service platforms based on Lievrouw’s (2006) take on determination/contingency. In 

addition, some studies deal with the gratifications of the use of so-called "location-based 

services", for example with regard to identity formation processes (Saker, 2016; Saker & Evans, 

2016a), as a digital memory function (Finley, Naaz, & Goh, 2018; Trigg, 2012) or with regard 

to social interactions or emotions (Evans, 2014; Wu & Wang, 2015). However, although these 

are very interesting approaches and worth consideration, they do not fully capture the specific 

setting of student exchanges, which are neither purely tourism, nor clearly professional (job-

based), and there are no studies that specifically examine the role of geomedia in IC processes 

in this context. 
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The aim of this study was to find out whether and at what level intercultural competence 

was achieved in the case of a specific student exchange program. Assuming an increased need 

for orientation (in terms of navigation, social but also cultural orientation) in such exchange 

programs, the question arises whether and in what way geomedia promote or hinder the 

development of IC. In addition, this context raises the question of how to cope with socio-

cultural challenges and, accordingly, learning processes and transitions. Research in this area 

is promising insofar as geomedia have become ubiquitous mediators between space, place and 

people. Geomedia in their dual nature are to be understood as media that are located: their use 

is bound to a specific location (every form of communication happens in a physically 

determinable space that can be expressed by added GPS coordinates) and as media that situate 

and therefore contextualize communication. This complexity and multilocality points to the 

productive elements of geomedia and the co-constructed nature of technology, the social and 

space. For research on IC, this results in the possibility of reintegrating space as an analysis 

category, but with a more fine-grained breakdown. Meaning that this proposed approach to 

space and place, however, does not fall into the trap of conceptualizing space as a container in 

which culture takes place, but as something fluid, changeable and constructed. On the other 

hand, research on the role of ICTs in student exchange programs and on the acquisition of IC 

is being expanded through the concept of geomedia. Geomedia not only create access to 

physical-geographical space, but also actively construct it by making pre-selections, guiding 

our perception and prescribing our handling of space. In this sense, (geo)media are not merely 

"carrier media" for the representation of geographic content, but should be thought of as a 

concept characterized by the simultaneity of different spatial, social and technological layers 

and dimensions. The respective scope of action of individuals is significantly influenced by 

these multiple digital realities, which cannot be reduced to physical-spatial components or 

media representations. 

 

 

Theorizing intercultural competence  

 

Intercultural Competence  

 

A Delphi study amongst intercultural scholars showed the best-rated definition of IC to be the 

“ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s 

intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (Deardorff, 2004, p. 186). Deardorff identified 

22 essential elements of IC. To eliminate the fragmentation inherent in the list, she then 

developed a process model to summarize all components into four inter-related sectors or 

levels. The model moves from the individual level to the interactive cultural level (from internal 

to external outcomes). The individual level consists of attitudes and personal attributes (first 

sector). Central elements here are openness (to intercultural learning and to people from other 

cultures, without judgment), respect (valuing other cultures and cultural diversity), curiosity 

and discovery (tolerating ambiguity and uncertainty). The second sector describes specific 

skills (to listen, observe, interpret, analyze, evaluate, etc.) for acquiring and processing 

knowledge (cultural self-awareness; understanding and knowledge of culture; culture-specific 

information; sociolinguistic awareness). The desired external outcome (fourth sector), such as 

behaving and communicating effectively and appropriately to achieve one’s goal, is based on 

the desired internal outcome (third sector) – that is, on an informed shift in frame of 

reference/filter, which comprises adaptability (to different communication styles and 

behaviors, and new cultural environments), flexibility (selecting and using appropriate 

communication styles and behaviors; cognitive flexibility), ethno-relativism and empathy 

(Deardorff, 2004, p. 196).  
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In order to gain an ethno-relative view, we have to overcome an ethnocentric orientation. 

In his developmental model of intercultural sensitivity (DMIS), Bennett (1986, 1993) provides 

a conceptualization for becoming an interculturally competent person. The first three 

ethnocentric orientations are denial, defense, and minimization. In this stage, one’s own culture 

is experienced as central to reality. Ethno-relativism, by contrast, means that one’s own culture 

is always embedded in the context of other cultures. Cultural differences are no longer avoided, 

but rather contribute to one’s becoming more culturally sensitive and to developing cultural 

competence. This ethno-relative level has three stages: acceptance, adaptation, and integration. 

Acceptance means that the foreign culture is – in principle – regarded as of equal value to the 

home culture. In the adaptation stage, the experience of foreign culture leads to culturally 

adapted behavior, and foreign cultural perspectives can be adopted. In the final stage, 

integration, the person deals with the issue of his/her own cultural marginality, which means 

that the self is not constructed at the center of a culture, but at the margins of two or more 

cultures and central to none (Bennett, 1986, 1993). 

Deardorff differentiates between the individual level and the interactive level, the latter 

being again divided into internal and external outcomes, making this conceptual framework 

suitable for the empirical part of our study, while applying Bennett’s DMIS framework will 

help us to analyze the learning process and to evaluate which level the students reached after 

finishing their exchange semester. 

We strongly emphasize the processual character of acquiring IC. IC is not something static 

or discrete but consists of transitions that can affect all four sectors. However, two shortcomings 

can be identified, especially in Deardorff’s model: (a) the limited explanation of the concept of 

internal outcomes, and (b) the emotional drawbacks experienced in intercultural encounters 

(better known as culture shock), which are important for gaining self-knowledge in order to 

build up IC. Therefore, two further concepts will be introduced to establish a sound theoretical 

framework: the oscillation model of cultural internal and external experiences, and the concept 

of cultural confusion. 

 

The oscillation model – a closer look at the process of introspection 

 

The first shortcoming relates to the third sector in Deardorff’s model (2004), the internal 
outcome, which involves a shift in reference and is of utmost importance for developing IC. 

Unfortunately, this component is not mentioned in the definition of IC: the first part of the 

definition, “ability to communicate effectively and appropriately”, focuses on sector four 
(external outcome); the second part of the definition, “based on one’s intercultural knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes”, focuses on the first two sectors (attitudes; knowledge and skills). 
Furthermore, the process of gaining and evaluating desired outcomes such as adaptability, 

flexibility, ethno-relative view and empathy is not elaborated. Therefore, we introduce the 

oscillation model of cultural internal and external experiences. This model will help us to 

understand how the process of self-perception and introspection helps us to become aware of 

our own cultural filters and enables us to act with cultural sensitivity. 

To be effective in engaging in IC, people need to construct observational categories that 

highlight communication. In the next step, they need to create categories that allow them to 

experience the world in a way which is similar to how people with a different worldview 

experience the world (Bennett, 2017, p. 4). However, the process of developing mutual 

understanding is always based on an interaction between the self and the other. The other can 

never be understood per se, because filters (the so-called socio-cultural filters of perception) 

are always interposed in perception. Experiencing the other is thus shaped by one's own 

socialization. These filters help us to deal with the infinite number of sensory impressions that 

affect us according to subjective criteria. Perceptual filters organize our experiences, and 
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therefore the focus must be on the unconscious strategy we use to order and generalize our 

subjective world and on how we assign meaning to the world. Building up empathic capacity 

is therefore a self-reflective process of cognition. 

 

 
 
Fig. 1: Oscillation model of cultural internal and external experiences (Herdin 2018, p. 165) 

 

The oscillation model describes the other as a mirror of one's self. Values represent a helpful 

approach because they are the core elements of culture and legitimize social norms. It is 

therefore necessary to become aware of one's own filters of perception, because we cannot 

experience and understand the world in an objective way. The writer Anaïs Nin makes the 
point: we do not see things as they are; we see things as we are. The other thus functions as a 

mirror in which the mental contours/profile of the self emerge. In this way, rigid perspectives 

and routines and solidified values can be challenged. This form of introspection, which can 

lead to greater self-knowledge, represents an important approach in the cultural discourse even 

though the other is ultimately incomprehensible. We can only create mental, metaphorical, 

‘maps’ of the world outside us. To access reality is only possible via the subjective 
unconsciousness. Just as a map does not correspond to the landscape but only represents it in a 

symbolic way, so objective reality does not exist. Interaction with the other always represents 

an act of introspection with the goal of developing an empathic sensorium which “leads to 
personal enrichment, because it functions as a catalyst to explore one's own sensory world and 

to deal competently with contradictions" (Herdin, 2020). 

Too little significance has so far been attributed to this aspect of self-knowledge, which is 

of central importance for establishing successful communication. From a constructivist 

perspective, competence cannot be associated with knowledge or attitudes, but rather with a 

certain “condition”. Communicating well in another culture “is the ability to establish a 
particular perceptual condition that enables communication competence to be exercised” 
(Bennett, 2017, p. 4). Whereas people naturally learn and develop a sense of culture in their 

native environment, a clear and nuanced feeling for communication in other cultures does not 

often come naturally. For short-term sojourners, Bennett (2017) argues for perceptual 

flexibility, which consists of two aspects: perceptual acuity (being aware of one’s own 
perceptual processes – “cultural self-awareness”), and perceptual agility (being able to change 
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those perceptual processes and setting up the conditions for empathy). One less obvious aspect 

of being empathic is being “mindful”, “since no matter how attentive one is to different cultural 
expectations, it is likely that some automatic [our italics] processes from one’s own culture will 
be engaged – possibly in ways that are detrimental to the goal of effective communication” 
(Bennett, 2017, p. 5). Consequently, when we talk about a “different culture” we mean the 
individual perception of “otherness” or “difference” in relation to one’s own “fabric” (a 
construct of one’s belief system, socialization, previous experience, etc.). Therefore, the 
question of how “otherness” is constituted is always a question of the constitution of one’s own 
identity. According to Hall (1997) and philosophers such as Lévinas (1969), difference is 

indispensable for identity-forming processes and for the construction of meaning, and it is 

therefore the “basis of that symbolic order which we call culture” (ibid. 236). But difference 
can be the basis of prejudice and stereotypes; it is both “necessary and dangerous” (Hall, 1997, 

p. 234). 

 

Culture shock – to be reconsidered in times of interconnectedness 

 

The second shortcoming of Deardorff’s model lies in neglecting intercultural setbacks, better 
known as culture shock. But in times of accelerated physical globalization in combination with 

rapid developments in information technology, the topic of culture shock needs to be 

reconsidered. Classical models are based on Oberg (1960), who stated that the new cultural 

experience begins extremely positively (honeymoon stage), since the first experiences elicit 

excitement. Unfamiliar signs and symbols in the host culture then lead to uncertainty and 

anxiety (disillusionment), and this accumulation of stress and cognitive overload ultimately 

leads to culture shock. This shock may trigger reflection on one's own attitudes and adjustment 

in order to cope better with otherness. The implementation of new behaviors would lead to a 

feeling of emotional stability, and at best it results in empathic behavior and an integration of 

cultural differences. 

It is questionable whether these kinds of models are still relevant today, as cultures are not 

isolated entities and otherness is accessible at all times through increased mobility and digital 

interconnectedness. These developments require a dynamic model, such as Kim's dynamic 

stress adaptation growth model (Kim, 2001, 2017). Acculturation is understood as consisting 

of spiraling positive and negative phases. The dualism of stress and adaptation is related to the 

duration of the stay abroad, which ultimately leads to the individual’s psychological adaptation 
to the foreign culture (Kim, 2001, p. 246). 

Neuliep (2017) refines the factors that influence a difficult cultural experience. He lists 

intrapersonal, interpersonal, spatial and control factors, as well as cultural similarity, quality of 

information, host culture receptivity, geopolitical factors, and organismic-biological factors. 

Applying these factors to a student exchange, we see that participation is voluntary and limited 

in time (control factor), and right from the start the participants get an idea of Chinese culture 

through information from the program managers and former participants (quality of 

information). Particular emphasis is placed on the interpersonal factor in the exchange program. 

According to Neuliep (2017), this factor includes social support networks, host culture 

relationships and native culture relationships (cultural informants)1. In addition, the students 

 
1 “Cultural informant” is a term originally used in ethnography to describe people who are deeply integrated 

in the culture that is being observed and are willing to give insights and guidance to answer ethnographers’ 
questions (Spradley, 2012; Spradley & McCurdy, 1972). We use the term to refer to anyone who knows more 

about the host culture than the exchange student, including the program’s coordinators, former participants or 

buddies.  
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are actively integrated into the host culture, as courses have been established to meet their 

academic needs, and bonds with their buddies are promoted (host culture receptivity).  

Although the cultural differences in the Austrian/German–Chinese exchange program are 

profound, the students are well prepared, socially embedded, and always networked online, 

both to their buddies (as cultural informants) and home (family and friends). A culture shock 

in the classical sense was not to be expected and did not occur. Cultural challenges provoke 

more to a form of cultural confusion (Hottola, 2004), a concept that provides an alternative 

framework, which was developed in the field of tourism. Most tourists are not motivated to 

assimilate or even to adapt to the host culture because of their short-term exposure to cultural 

differences. Although the exchange program lasts longer, it, too, is limited in time. While in 

traditional models culture shock is characterized by uncertainty and anxiety, in the cultural-

confusion approach learning and control management are more central than depression and 

recovery (Hottola, 2004, p. 461). As in the Oscillation model, cultural confusion (external 

experience) is the catalyst to reflect on one’s own values and beliefs, which could lead to greater 
self-awareness. 

 

Mediatized Cosmopolitanism 

 

Although we have stressed the increasing importance of China (as a nation-state with its 

specific policy) globally, we argue strongly against a conceptualization of China as a 

homogeneous culture. History has shown the problems of conceptualizing the nation-state as a 

container for culture and society. In direct opposition to traditional notions of the nation-state, 

cosmopolitanism (as for example in Beck, 2002) captures various aspects which we describe 

under the term IC, such as acknowledgement of “otherness” in terms of culture, places and 
people, a certain curiosity regarding difference, as well as empathy (Beck, 2006, p. 7). Lindell 

(2014) attempts to operationalize the concept of cosmopolitanism, dividing indicators into 

moral, political and cultural aspects of a cosmopolitan disposition – that is, a disposition to 

“elevate ‘openness’ to the ‘transcultural’ or global level” (Lindell, 2014, p. 3).  

Several authors emphasize the centrality of media and communication (technologies) in 

processes of cosmopolitanism: globally mediatized events that make people cosmopolitans by 

default (Beck, 2006), different ways of relating at a distance (Rantanen, 2006), or the 

assumption of cosmopolitanism among ‘digital natives’ (high media and technology 
penetration and low age) (Lindell, 2014, p. 7) mean that it is “impossible to conceive of 
cosmopolitanism(s) today without accounting for mediatized lifeworlds” (Christensen, 2014). 

To help counter the shortcomings of mediatization theory, we adopt Janssons “cultural 
materialist perspective”: “mediatization” does not refer simply to increased media usage or 
increased digitalization, but rather to a structuration of, and materialization within, the fabric 

of social life and culture, through everyday (unconscious) habits. Further, Jansson (2018a, p. 

7) points to the dialectical nature of mediatization as having possibly liberating as well as 

trapping tendencies through which the tension between autonomy and dependence can be 

expressed, and pays attention to the complex relations between mediatization, individualization 

and globalization. 

At this point, we have to ask about the consequences of mediatization for student exchange 

programs and encounters with an unfamiliar place and culture. With respect to the ubiquity and 

indispensability yet dialectical character of mediatization, we find on an individual level 

aspects of “cosmopolitan selves” which may “integrate vernacular experiences of territorial 
insecurity, threat, and loss, as well as more subversive manifestations of identity and 

identification” (Christensen & Jansson, 2015, p. 1438). The cosmopolitan self stands in tension 

with the encapsulated self, which “entails the very opposite outlook, an ethical desire to avoid 
ontological threats and problematic encounters with the Other. It corresponds to the social logic 
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of dwelling, moving, and fantasizing in a seamless, uninterrupted, and securitized manner” 
(ibid.). While the “intense mediatization of our worlds brings with it a de facto openness to, 
and the possibility of connectivity with, the other (cosmopolitanism), it also makes it possible 

to create mediated bubbles of closure, clash, monitoring and exclusivism” (Christensen, 2014, 

p. 160). 

When students spend a semester abroad, we assume that they have an increased need for 

orientation in the broadest sense: socially, culturally and physically (navigation) – socially with 

respect to the organization of study and social life and the management of existing social 

networks; culturally in (de)constructing and perceiving “the different culture”; and physically 

in placing/moving/navigating themselves physically while at the same time (adopting a 

phenomenological view) having bodily experiences that challenge their own “fabric”. 
This points to the question of how to capture the relations between the perception and 

appropriation of place, communicative practice (expanded through media and technologies), 

and actual location.  

 

 

Relations of Place and Media 

 

Fueled by socio-technological conditions such as digitalization, algorithmization and 

datafication, the ongoing discussion about the dialectics of space/place and media regains 

significance. Techno-economically, “ubiquitous geodata capture” (Wilken, 2018) is at the core 

of almost all services and business models. At a higher level of abstraction, focusing on broader 

societal implications several authors refer to “geomedia” (Fast, Jansson, Lindell, Ryan 

Bengtsson, & Tesfahuney, 2018; Gryl & Jekel, 2012; McQuire, 2016) as an analytical 

framework and relational concept that captures the co-constitutive processes between 

space/place, media (technologies), and the social (Fast, Jansson, Tesfahuney, Ryan Bengtsson, 

& Lindell, 2018, p. 8). 

Sketching the terrain of geomedia studies, Adams (first in 2009) systematizes the dialectics 

of space/place and content/context in his “four quadrant diagram”: 
 

 
Fig. 2: “the ontological and epistemological terrain of geomedia studies” (Adams, 2018, p.43) 

 

Adams bases his ideas on Lefebvre (1993) but aims to provide a framework that is more 

complete and easier to apply, avoiding essentializing the binaries and seeing the terms, rather, 

as being on a spectrum (Adams, 2010, p. 40). It is fruitful to adopt an understanding of 
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space/place that ranges from a container perspective to a constructivist understanding of place 

(Wardenga, 2006), capturing space as socially constructed and reshaped by individuals’ 
discursive practices. Space in this tradition is a product of the appropriation of space; and as 

Massey (1999) famously pointed out, this is a question of power geometries. Starting with the 

“media in places” quadrant, we should note that “an act of communication is an event that 
occurs somewhere – it takes place” (Adams, 2018, p. 43). When applying these quadrants to 

our exchange students in China, we can imagine the students going out to a karaoke bar. This 

particular public place with its specific implicit and explicit rules “shapes communication, not 
merely with regard to interpretative or ‘decoding’ activities, but also with regard to embodied 

engagement and social interactions arising from communication” (ibid. 44). As an example for 
the “place in media” quadrant, we could think of the students watching a vlog about a particular 
place in China which they plan to visit – for example Suzhou, which is famous for its history, 

architecture and canals. Watching a vlog about it would mean “encountering a place in video 
form” (ibid. 44), with the video having a life of its own that was “separate from but related [to]” 
(ibid. 44) the physical space. “Space in media” refers to “topological spaces defined by 
networks of organizational affiliations and personal acquaintances”, such as the spaces of 
connectivity of social network sites where the “main structuring force is who ‘knows’ (or 
‘follows’ or ‘likes’) whom, rather than who is necessarily physically close to whom” (ibid. 45). 
It is this quadrant that was involved when students argued that their communication habits 

regarding their existing social networks (with friends and family “at home”) would not change 
although they were in China. The final quadrant, “media in space”, refers to the actual material 
or hardware for the transmission of (digital) signals (sounds and images) – fiber-optic cables, 

communication satellites, or other technology. Adams points out that all “four quadrants are 
profoundly interdependent and come together in every communication event, although one 

aspect or another may be more apparent” (Adams, 2018, p. 46).  

Acknowledging technological developments such as a GNSS, mobile devices with 

permanent internet access, digital cartographical applications, cloud services, connection 

between APIs and social media profiles, augmented reality, sensors (for movement, speed, 

light, etc.), and the software that is an integral part of these technologies, we may share a 

non-technodeterministic view that takes the social construction of (geomedia) technologies into 

consideration (Fast, Ljungberg, & Braunerhielm, 2019). With respect to geomedia, some 

scholars point to a conceptualization of “software as both a product of the world (created via a 
collective and contingent process) and a producer of the world (or code/space) through its 

relations and interactions” (Zook, 2012). This means we have to consider “the reciprocal 
shaping of technology, the social, and space/place” (Fast et al., 2019), pairing a social 

constructivist (Berger & Luckmann, 1969) with a SCOT (Social Shaping of Technology) or 

rather ANT (Actor Network Theory) perspective. These approaches come together in the 

“socio-technological molding force that has been presented as geomediatization” (Fast, 

Jansson, Tesfahuney, et al., 2018; Fast et al., 2019; Jansson, 2019) and that is marked by the 

indispensability of geomedia technologies in virtually all social spheres, where (inter)actions 

have to be adapted accordingly (Adams et al., 2017, p. 10). 

These approaches provide fruitful analytical frameworks for investigating the media–
space–technology triad and allow for its extension to cover aspects of the construction of IC, 

as based on the concepts of “foreign” space, culture and “otherness” in combination with 
reflection on the self. Consequently, we must focus on the processual and co-constructional 

character of IC. Geomedia could be a bridge between cultures, or allow the perception of 

difference, and could perforate closed cultural settings. They could help to overcome the 

limitations of a traditional (container) understanding of space and could moderate cultural 

obstacles of difference, such as language. If “intercultural competence” means the “ability to 
communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s 
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intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (Deardorff, 2004, p. 186), geomedia could help 

to focus on similarities rather than differences, or strengthen the tolerance of ambiguity. 

 

 

The Sample 

 

Participants in our study were part of the Master’s Exchange Program “Media and 
Communication Management“ (MCM), a cooperation between the School of Journalism at 
Fudan University, Shanghai2, and the Department of Communication Studies at the University 

of Salzburg.  

The Exchange Program was established in 2007 at the Sino-Austrian Center for Media & 

Communication Management (University of Salzburg). Since the start of the program, more 

than 400 students have taken part and studied for a semester in Salzburg and Shanghai. The 

special characteristic of this exchange program is that two cohorts (Chinese as well as 

Austrian/German students) study together for one semester in Salzburg (winter) and then in 

Shanghai (summer). To ensure students’ motivation, they had to go through an application 

process to prove their attitudes towards openness, curiosity and respect (the first sector of 

Deardorff’s model (2004)). Once on the program, they were obliged to work in intercultural, 
collaborative teams and to analyze cultural differences in academia and their respective 

scientific systems to stimulate IC. 

To enhance their cultural skills (second sector) and foster cultural exchanges on a daily 

basis, students were integrated in mixed social buddy pairs (one Chinese with one Austrian or 

German) and academic tandems. Due to Salzburg University’s catchment area, there were a 
significant number of German citizens amongst the students. The cohort we studied consisted 

of 14 students from China (4 from BFSU, 8 from NNU, 2 from Fudan), and 11 from 

Austria/Germany.  

 

 

Methods, approaches and data capturing 

 

The data for this paper was gathered between 2016 and the end of 2018, at Fudan University, 

Shanghai, and at the University of Salzburg. To ensure rich data, we applied a qualitative 

mixed-method approach, combining focus group interviews (during students’ stay in 
China/Salzburg as well after their return to Salzburg/China), “in vivo” diaries (Nezlek, 2012), 
and “worldcafés” (one per semester). To gain insights into their experiences, impressions and 

changes in attitude, and their retrospective reflections, we accompanied the students and 

collected data beyond the actual exchange period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Fudan University is the main partner; junior partners are Beijing Foreign Studies University (BFSU) and 

Nanjing Normal University (NNU). 
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cohort WS16/17 SS17 WS17/18 

Chinese 

students 

group 

interviews 

(3-5 

students per 

interview) 

 

 

 

 

 

worldcafé 1 

 

diaries 

 

 

 

 

 

worldcafé 2 

 

Salzburg 

students 

 group 

interviews 

(3-5 

students per 

interview 

retrospect 

group 

interviews 

(3-5 

students per 

interview) 

Fig. 3: time-scheme for the data-capturing process 

 

Focus group interviews averaged 60–90 minutes and allowed insights into group settings and 

group dynamics (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013). In wintersemester (WS) 16/17, we started 

the focus group interviews with Chinese students during their stay in Salzburg. Field notes 

about body language, eye contact and facial expressions were taken. Those markers helped to 

identify ambiguous expressions and, accordingly, differences in meaning during the interviews 

what was marked in the transcripts and taken into account in the analysis. Especially in the 

interviews with the Chinese students, agreements with statements of the others were made clear 

through non-verbal gestures, which made the field notes important additions to the material. 

The worldcafés, as format for participatory (Löhr, Weinhardt, & Sieber, 2020), circularly 

shifted communicational processes allowed students from China and Salzburg to work together 

on their stereotypes and prejudices about the respective foreign country. The results of the 

worldcafés, in turn, were specifically addressed in a section of the semistructured interviews as 
a stimulus and were thus incorporated into the results and the evaluation. The “in vivo” diaries 
captured experiences in everyday life, organized according to type of event, such as excursions 

following the so-called “Event-Contingent Design” (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013, pp. 17-18). 

The diaries were structured using questions about the diarists’ strategies for preparing a trip, 
the used technological tools, platforms and subsequent behavior; they were urged to answer the 

questions as far as possible before and during the event. This “intensive longitudinal 
measurement” (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013), or “intensive repeated measures” (Nezlek, 2012), 

reveals “the relationships within and between everyday behaviors, activities, and perceptions” 
(Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013, p. 12). The approach also both reduced recall bias and gave us a 

point of comparison for the answers given in the group setting, which may themselves have 

been subject to group biases. 

About three months after their return, we again did focus group interviews with the 

Salzburg students to find out more about the transitions they were going through and possible 

re-entry culture clashes. We asked them to classify their experiences and wanted to know 

whether they would look differently on their semester abroad having a distance to the events. 

Unfortunately, the "retrospect" interviews with the Chinese students could not be carried out in 

the wintersemester 17/18 due to lack of willingness. In this respect, the analysis of the longer-

term transition processes could not be carried out in a comparative perspective. 

Finally, the data was loaded into MAXQDA (version 18.2.0), a qualitative data analysis 

program and coded. The coding scheme resulted from a theoretical framework that was refined 

and replenished through the coding-procedure – for example by sub-codes. Utmost care was 
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taken to establish clear, mutually exclusive codes according to the approach of Campbell, 

Quincy, Osserman, and Pedersen (2013). This required keeping a balance between reducing 

the coding scheme for a higher degree of reliability, and implementing code families to capture 

different nuances of a general theme. To overcome subjective interpretations of what to 

consider the unit of analysis and in order to achieve inter-coder agreement, the first samples 

were coded in joint coding sessions, discussed, revised and enriched with background 

information. For more structure code families were implemented to capture different nuances 

of a general theme. The transcripts of the group discussions most often included free responses 

to open-ended questions from sometimes different speakers, hence the units of analysis were 

not naturally given. We decided to stick to the idea of Krippendorff (1995) to select 

“individually meaningful and codeable entities”, a process called unitizing. In the final step, 
the finished coded transcripts were, according to our research questions, combined, exported 

and finally extracted to results-sheets for analysis. 

 

 

Results 

 

The categories set from the theory, supplemented by subcategories from the material, are: 

“aspects of intercultural competence” (consisting of the individual and the interactive-cultural 

level), “the group“, “relations of place and media(-technologies)” and “transitions“.  
 
 

   Chin. stud. Salzburg 

stud. 

Diaries Retrospect 

IVs 

Total Total per 

Main 

category 

Aspects of 

intercultural 

competence - 

Individual 

level 

(introspection) 

 
1 0 0 0 1  

 lessons learned, 

competences, 

capabilities, ambiguity-

tolerance 

17 24 7 52 100  

 strategies for stress-

reduction 

14 27 15 0 56  

 self-reflection 3 20 11 25 59 216 

Aspects of 

intercultural 

competence - 

Interactive 

cultural level 

(„the other“) 

 
1 0 0 0 1  

 the importance of 

travel 

9 1 1 4 15  

 contact with locals 8 13 19 27 67  

 cultural informant 17 6 3 0 26  

 changed 

stereotypes/images of 

China/Salzburg 

20 38 15 30 103  

 language barriers 10 22 6 12 50 262 
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The group 
 

0 3 0 0 3  

 group dynamics 7 10 0 1 18  

 isolation/encapsulation 2 11 1 5 19  

 role of the group 

(group reflections) 

2 9 0 3 14 54 

Relations of 

place and 

media 

(technologies) 

 
0 0 0 0 0  

 tools / geomedia tech. 

/ ICTs 

26 27 13 2 68  

 (changed) perception 8 14 4 1 27  

 navigation 7 20 29 0 56  

 appropriation (of 

places) 

12 6 12 13 43  

 permanent 

connectivity 

9 15 2 0 26 220 

Transitions 
 

0 0 2 6 8  

 re-entry 0 0 0 26 26  

 stress (trigger) group 0 15 3 1 19  

 stress with locals 10 18 16 6 50  

 stress with oneself 6 16 1 5 28 131 

        

        

 SUM 189 315 160 219 883  

 N = documents 4 4 16 3 27  

Table 1: Coding scheme and results per category 

 

On an individual level, the following topics could be identified from the material: "lessons 

learned, competences, capabilities, ambiguity tolerance" (100 mentions), "strategies for stress-

reduction" (56 mentions) and "self-reflection" (59 mentions). It is not surprising that most of 

the competences and learnings achieved were only recognized and named by the participants 

after the exchange programme. On this level we see intra-individual processes of change 

towards IC, such as the development of skills, competences and capabilities or a generally more 

relaxed approach to life and the better tolerance of ambiguities. “If you are quite relaxed and 
don't let yourself get stressed, then it works. If you now /.../ look at every little obstacle a 

thousand times, of course, and look at it from every angle, this obstacle becomes bigger than it 

actually is” (IV1_2). The development of the own attitude was partly even described in the 
direction of fatalism.  

In the terms of the developmental model of intercultural sensitivity (Bennett, 1986, 1993), 

a higher degree of ethnorelativism could be observed. Students became more culturally 

sensitive and developed a measure of IC, especially on the levels of acceptance and adaptation. 

Regarding Deardorff’s model (2004), change happened predominantly in the third sector (the 

desired internal outcome), such as an informed shift in reference based on experiences that were 

reflected on, adaptability to new cultural environments, or behavioral and cognitive flexibility.  

On the interactive cultural level topics such as “the importance of travel” (15 mentions), 
“contact with locals” (67 mentions), the role of the “cultural informant” (26 mentions), the 
change of stereotypes” (103 mentions) and language barriers arose.  

Within our sample, the role of cultural informants in providing access to the host culture 

was immense. This might not be reflected in quantitative measures, but most contacts with 
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locals came about through the connections of cultural informants. In preparing for new 

students’ stays abroad, former MCM students supported both Chinese and German/Austrian 

students; the MCM Coordinator was an essential pillar for administrative matters. However, 

contact with local people and institutions was minimal. This echoes findings in the field of 

cultural surface synchronization (CSS), which indicates that while cultures synchronize 

globally, they do so only superficially – with respect to clothing, global retailers, behavioral 

patterns etc. (Herdin, 2018, p. 664). Values and norms that are deeply rooted in the social fabric 

still exist and influence beliefs and habits. Intercultural learning takes place on the margins, 

and “the other” is seen through one’s own reflection, meaning that the experience of difference 
is tested against existing coping strategies and behavioral norms. There is very little common 

ground or common understanding. These findings indicate that while strong existing filters 

(through socialization, experiences, values and norms etc.) hinder intercultural contact, these 

must be seen at the same time as protective, complexity-reducing mechanisms that help to 

prevent mental overload. Coming back to Deardorff’s model (2004) the fourth level (the desired 
outcome), the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in an intercultural situation 

was hardly noticeable and deep cultural exchanges with Chinese locals rarely took place as 

students were unable to decipher “the others’” mindset. This became visible in communication 
behavior, for example, when it came to expressing a direct "no", or conversely, when a vague 

statement could not be decoded. “…so the distance to the locals is greater than I might have 
expected…” (IV1_1). Overall, language barriers were among the most frequently mentioned 
problems when it came to direct contact with locals and food and language were the main topics 

discussed in relation to cultural differences: problems understanding labels in a supermarket, 

ordering food, making complaints, availability of certain goods, different mealtimes, new 

flavors and foodstuffs, cooking at home vs. going out, etc. Interestingly, we did not discern any 

differences between the Chinese and Austrian/German groups where the main topics of 

discussion were concerned.  

Nevertheless, both groups discovered the huge heterogeneity of Chinese/European culture, 

which is the first important step to eliminating stereotypes and prejudice. There were certain 

changes in attitude. For example, “to go to China and learn everything about Chinese life and 
culture” changed to “the more I learn [about Chinese culture], the less I know.” Or the 
astonishment of the Chinese students that Paris, for example, does not meet their romanticized 

expectations3 and that not all of Europe is affected and uncertain by terrorist attacks. With 

regard to safety-aspects, an interesting topic came up in the lively discussions, although we 

didn’t ask about it directly: the perception of security. A common view amongst Chinese 
interviewees was that Salzburg was extremely safe compared to other European cities. They 

said that they were quite anxious about living in Europe due to recent terror attacks. 

Nevertheless, living in Salzburg seemed to be an option they were happy with, compared to 

Paris, for example, where they experienced muggings. Safety also played an important role for 

the Austrian/German students, but in a completely different way. They felt safe in Shanghai 

and other parts of China due to heavy surveillance, such as CCTV. Being surveilled by the state 

was an evil that they accepted in order to be able to travel and go out independently and freely.  

Reflecting on the whole student exchange, after settling back into their home setting, one 

interviewee when asked about what they had learnt and understood about Chinese culture stated 

“the foreign culture is different, and that’s ok”. Overall, the results indicate that IC is a process 
of self-reflection and self-development. The (intercultural) experiences that they had were 

interpreted by the participants in direct relation to ”the self“. 
Regarding the role of the group, which is specific to such coordinated exchange programs, 

the following issues could be identified: the discussion of certain “group dynamics” (18 

 
3 Aspects of the „paris syndrom“? 
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mentions), the group as a source of “isolation/encapsulation” (19 mentions) and overall “group 
reflections” (14 mentions). The group had an ambiguous character. On the one hand, it was 
seen as being hugely important, providing safety and a sense of belonging, family and home. 

Especially during the first weeks, the group was strongly bonded together. Some felt that even 

shopping at the nearest grocer’s was a task that couldn’t be completed without the group. Some 
interviewees stated that they wouldn’t have considered going on the exchange at all without a 
group. Functioning as a catalyst for releasing stress and frustration, and as a mirror to reflect 

the participants’ own coping strategies and reactions, the group fulfilled an important role. As 
one interviewee puts it: “I learn a lot about myself, because I see how others behave in certain 

situations…” On the other hand, students described interpersonal tensions and conflicts within 
the group, and the negative effects of a group bubble that prevented them from experiencing 

and exploring the foreign culture on their own. On returning to their “home” cultures, the group 
played an important role in the process of “deculturation” of “the other”, in integrating the 
cultural challenges or cultural confusion (Hottola, 2004) experienced abroad. Some participants 

described, for example, that they could not share certain experiences with their friends or their 

family because they did not feel understood there. 

In the category “relations of place and media(-technologies)” we could identify the 
subgroups of certain “tools, geomedia technologies, ICTs” (68 mentions), the discovery of a 
”changed perception” (27 mentions) through those tools, “navigational queries” (56 mentions), 
the “appropriation (of places)” (43 mentions) or issues of a “permanent connectivity” (26 
mentions). Reflecting on the use of geomedia technologies, participants said that they relied on 

them at different stages of their exchange. Different kinds of geomedia technologies were key 

in preparing for the exchange as well as for excursions during their stay. They gathered 

information about their excursion destinations/host culture from travel blogs, vlogs, and better 

and less well-known commercial platforms such as TripAdvisor. They also prepared 

navigational queries and bought tickets in advance using mobile devices. The decision of where 

to go and what to visit was generally made before departure (for local and daytrips in the host-

culture) and was based on their inquiries (“place-in-media” perspective). The interviewees, 
both Chinese and Austrian/German, expressed a strong wish for “authentic” cultural 
experiences and relied on geomedia platforms and services to provide them with information 

about these. The participants were under the impression that they were receiving “insider tips” 
and indications of “hotspots” that were normally known only by locals. But our research 

revealed that students tended to rely on just a small number of platforms for information, and 

the “insider tips” were most often revealed to be of commercial interest. Participants did not 
evaluate the source of the information; the use of geomedia was characterized by passive 

consumption. Geomedia were used for simple navigational queries and for coordinating social 

events (e.g. “I’ve sent you my location – where are you?”). They functioned as superficial 
communication tools with the possibility of visual and spatial extensions. Sending a picture and 

locational information for the broken air-conditioning is an example here.  

Once students were in their host countries (“media in place” perspective), geomedia also 
helped to give students a sense of independence and safety with respect to mobility and 

navigation. The choice of POIs (Points of Interest) on excursions was generally made in 

advance, but sometimes there was room for spontaneous decisions, with the “help” of location-

based services. Geomedia technologies worked as tools for emergency management if 

preparation failed, and as (non-human) agents for following a plan. Interestingly, participants 

described situations in which preparation and troubleshooting with technological help failed as 

being the most fruitful for their intercultural learning. Having to find creative solutions, 

overcoming resentments and fears – stepping out of their comfort zone – were associated with 

unpleasant feelings, but in retrospect were connected with pride. Participants described 

situations in which the environment in which they found themselves was blurred, their 
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perception of it being vague due to the extensive use of their smartphones. Movements were 

goal oriented, following a prior plan; POIs were “ticked off”, with obligatory photo-taking. 

Geomedia technology makes it easy to stay within “the bubble”, whether the “group”, 
“backpacker”, “Chinese-travelers-in-Europe” or “academia” bubble. This points to media–
space dialectics, as geomedia seem to reinforce the filters that already exist, helping to avoid 

challenges to one’s own opinions. They could in this respect hamper the development of 
empathy and mindfulness.  

After the experiences themselves, geomedia technologies were used to share pictures and 

maps with itineraries, to discuss the lessons learned, or for mental processing. They work as 

what Saker and Evans (2016b) call technological memory and play a role in identity-forming 

processes. 

Within the framework of “place media relations”, we experienced one cross-cutting theme: 

a strong dependence on mobile network technologies, referred to many times by Chinese and 

Austrian/German students alike, in contexts ranging from staying in touch with loved ones, 

shopping and finding the right goods, to navigation, translation, logistics and organizing one’s 
social life. Talking about technological dependencies, one interviewee said: “I am completely 
lost without my smartphone.” When asked about the one thing they wouldn’t want to be without 
during their semester abroad, the students’ number-one answer was their smartphone. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Cultural contact only happens on the margins, and in our study the cultural experience was 

reduced to a minimum (food and language). Furthermore, we argue that geomedia technology 

supports the strong existing filters, and makes it easier to stay within “the bubble”, reducing 
uncertainty and challenge to a minimum.  

Our findings strongly support the definition of geomediatization as the indispensability of 

geomedia technologies and adaptation of social (inter)actions according to these technologies. 

But the adaptation of social interactions in an intercultural setting often means to interact 

socially while staying within one’s own bubble, avoiding insecurities such as having one’s 
prejudices and preconceived ideas challenged. Geomedia technologies make it possible to 

navigate through a different culture without direct contact with that culture: the self remains 

“encapsulated”.  
Is this appropriate behavior and effective communication (and in that sense interculturally 

competent), or is it successful avoidance of intercultural contact within a foreign country? We 

would suggest it is both: going abroad and staying within the bubble, overcoming one’s own 
barriers and reinforcing one’s own filters, encapsulation and decapsulation… Most of the 
students admitted that they wouldn’t have considered the exchange at all without the group 
setting or without the technological possibilities that enable orientation and a sense of security. 

Geomedia technologies therefore can help to overcome barriers. In a context that brings a “de 
facto openness to and the possibility of connectivity with the other” (Christensen, 2014, p. 160), 

we could speak of geomediatized cosmopolitanism. Moreover, several examples showed that 

geomedia bubbles could be burst – by accident or deliberately. Bursting the bubble, opening 

students to “the other”, had challenging yet identity-forming aspects, as “the other” resonates 
directly with oneself. This means that geomedia as a socio-technological condition are co-

constructed by filtered perception, appropriation processes and subsequent actions.  
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Abstract: Broadcast news corporations want to make the Multimedia Journalist (MMJ) a vital 

part of their future employee structure. This study examines the present use of the MMJ method 

in television news production. A sample of television news professionals, from all DMA 

markets, was surveyed. The results show expertise in one skill is not required, but overall ability 

to complete tasks is desirable. The consequence is a "McDonaldization” of the profession. TV 
managers give new hires minimal training and work is routinized. The MMJ is becoming a 

“McJob”; attracting young workers with transitional goals for future career employment 
opportunities. 
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Introduction 

 

The success of the MMJ or multimedia journalist, in local newsrooms in the United States, can 

be said to be in a mythical state at present. There is the technological deterministic belief among 

many news executives in broadcast corporations that the multimedia journalist will become the 

most utilized method of newsgathering (Steensen, 2011, p. 311). The argument for the change 

in production methods comes from the belief that technology enables the shift in work 

production. Corporate leadership is amending the methods of newsgathering in local television 

news stations. Technology may be the reason for the change in worker skill sets, but economics 

is cited as the catalyst. During the last decade, local television news stations in the United States 

have been competing to retain audiences who are turning away from their traditional broadcasts 

and heading toward other platforms such as websites, social media, and live streams. The 

competition has inspired innovations in news gathering, most notably the implementation of 

the Multimedia Journalist (MMJ).   

Historically, local television stations structured their newsrooms around teams of reporters 

and photographers. Smaller television markets would use ‘one-man-bands’ to lower costs by 
requiring reporters to videotape their stories without the help of a trained photographer 

(Goedkoop, 1988). The ‘one-man-band’ was viewed as an entry level requirement of most 
reporters. A reporter expected that they would not be required to do all the work by themselves 

as he or she moved up the career ladder. Technology changed the hegemonic expectation when 
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the more cumbersome equipment became lighter and more manageable for one person 

(Hemmingway, 2008).  

Starting in the early 2000s, the adoption of the multimedia journalist model began in many 

markets. The new position was termed, ‘backpack journalist’ or ‘solo journalist’ but it was 
essentially a ‘one-man-band’ (Potter, 2001). Eventually, the term multimedia journalist became 

the proper vernacular for the reporter who shot and edited their own stories. For over a decade, 

local television news journalists have conducted ‘news work’ without being tethered to a 
technician. This study will look at the changing definition of the television news journalist, the 

hegemonic state that exists and the intentions of ownership to require their journalists to 

multitask. This study looks at the ‘news work' as television news organizations find strategies 
to deal with convergence. 

Media organizations are fundamentally industrial in their nature and they impact cultural, 

economic and political aspects of media communication (Radošinska, Kvetanova, and 

Visnovsky, 2020). The industry, ruled by timeliness and productivity, feeds the masses a 

constant flow of information. The process is fascinating and complex. The daily grind of 

newsrooms producing news stories on a deadline basis has been studied for decades (Molotch 

& Lester, 1974), (Underwood, 1988), (Nappi, 1994), (Allan, 2010). Underwood (1988) 

examined how the business of news production was impacting the newsroom, as well as Nappi 

(1994) and Allan (2010), indicating that the industrial side of journalism requires academic 

surveillance. This study looks at local television news as a media industry, in the similar view 

as Stuart Moss, as a specific group of companies and production strategies. The individual 

entities of local affiliates share goals and produce similar products in terms of form and content 

(Moss, 2009).  

Hemmingway (2008) and Lee (2015) believe the heightened processes of acquiring news 

threatens journalistic standards. Audiences demand constant updating of breaking news, putting 

journalists at risk of reporting false or inaccurate information because of the necessity to report. 

“The quest for speed is a double-edged sword (Lee, 2015).” The ability to perform quality 
journalism is threatened by the resistance to change to both the performance of journalism and 

the technology utilized by journalists. The balance of speed, practice, and technology requires 

an evaluation of the actors (Hemmingway, 2008). The actors or forces impact the efficiency of 

producing news. Work routines and technologies change the ‘news work' and the ‘news texts' 
(Erdal, 2009).  

Bob Franklin, former editor of Digital Journalism, influenced other researchers to look 

skeptically at local newspapers when the local newspapers were flourishing, and the number of 

journalists were declining. Franklin asks is contemporaries if efficiency is compatible with 

quality journalism and refers to George Ritzer’s research as a suitable response. George Ritzer 

(1998) created a metaphor of a fast food restaurant to describe evolving methodologies of 

journalism focused on efficiency, predictability, control, and calculation. He believed it was a 

symptom of modernity and a cultural trend toward convenience. Ritzer coined the term 

“McDonaldization” to describe the encroachment of business tactics into journalistic practice.  
The creation of the Multimedia Journalist or MMJ was not needed.  It seems to be a counter 

intuitive response for the increased need for products and production. The increase of platforms 

and competition was viewed as a threat to ratings used to establish commercial sales rates, and 

news corporations decided, using Franklin’s description (cited in Allan, 2005, p. 138), news 
should no longer be a culinary feast of elaborate creation but simplified into a McNugget sized 

meal.  

Consumer demand and consumer behavior change with the multi-platform methods 

available. The audience consumption habits are changing rapidly, as news consumers embrace 

multiple sources of information on multiple devices (Ran & Yamamoto, 2020).  The audience’s 
media practices change with it. “Media convergence has nothing to do with technology or 
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architecture. It has everything to do with the mindset” (Quinn, 2004). The introduction of the 
Internet and other media, into newsrooms, stimulates the acceptance of new requirements. The 

consumers wanting news 24-hours poise the requirements, seven days a week, online and 

available when they want. New positions are created to allow for flexibility and expanded 

coverage necessary to remain competitive with the new demands (p. 119). 

At the beginning of the 21st century, online communication was heralded as a 

transformation of human communication and has developed deep roots into the media industry. 

The interactions between journalists and the public has changed but hasn’t changed is the 
increasing trend of media ownership accumulation and concentration (Radosinka et al, 2020). 

The Telecommunications Act of 1996, expanded the ownership of large broadcast companies 

and many local television stations were being bought by corporations looking to lower costs as 

well as dominate market share (Crandall, 2005). Originally, the concept of the MMJ inspired 

ideas of increasing the staff and broadening the reach of the news organization (Hemmingway, 

2008). Technological innovation of smaller, light-weight equipment is believed to be the 

incentive for the widespread use of MMJ (Cedeño Montaña, 2017).  However, new 

technologies could have created specialists or ‘crafts' individuals similar to the past 
evolutionary stages of technology. Instead, the marketplace influenced the implementation of 

the MMJ. Economic and technological considerations seemed to perpetuate the notion one 

person eliminated redundancies. Instead of increasing specialization the creation of the MMJ 

allows for broadening roles and more demands. The one worker’s valorization rises and with it 
the value of their work.   

The revaluation of the employee’s value has become more important as the traditional 
forms of revenue are steadily weakening. Between 2005 and 2017, local TV revenue as dropped 

17% (Pew Research Center, 2019).  Diffusion theory may explain the adoption of the MMJ 

model is based on economics. There is an assumption that managers adopt and maintain 

innovations after a cost-benefit analysis (Rogers, 2003) and with the increase in competition 

and less profit, the innovation of the MMJ may be viewed as a way to offset the loss of revenue 

by downsizing newsroom staff and demanding ‘multi-skilling' of the remaining employees 

(Aviles et al., 2008).   

By combining existing jobs and multiplying the number of MMJs of a news staff, the result 

could be more diverse news stories and broader community reach.  If the news stations kept all 

their employees and trained them, they could create more news for multiple platforms and 

lessen the burden on the individual employee. Alternatively, the utilization of the MMJ could 

result in cutting the number of news gathers in half. Ultimately, TV stations and their corporate 

owners try to maintain the same number of production units whether they are traditional 

reporting crews or the MMJ. The MMJ method is used to maximize a minimal staff with the 

impetus of giving more work to individuals. The MMJ became a reagent to lower operational 

costs.  

 

 

Literature Review 

 

The value of adopting new technologies may be calculated in quantifiable ways, especially in 

valuation of profit (Bailey & Leonardi, 2015). However, the value of a journalist may be 

difficult to measure. The journalist’s value is altered with the transfer of skills; from a 
communal experience between a reporter and photographer, with job delegation, and the 

exchange of expertise, to an isolated solo performance with the burden of completing all the 

tasks. Harry Braverman’s (1974) Labor and Monopoly Capital: The degradation of Work in the 
Twentieth Century focused on computerization and the removal of skills and the expropriation 

of surplus labor time from workers. He articulated how modernity impacts industrial 
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environments and shifts the hegemonic state of workers on the factory floor. The newsroom is 

a factory floor, according to Schlesinger (1979), Hemmingway (2008) and Greenhouse (2019). 

Greenhouse (2019) details how journalists are banding together to form unions in both print 

and digital platforms because they wish to have more of a voice on the job, as the demand for 

work has increased, with managers asking the journalists to do more and more with less. In this 

context, Braverman’s analysis of work should be applied to the multimedia journalist and it 
should begin with an examination of labor process. The multimedia journalist is not a variation 

of past methodology, it is a product of journalism modernity redefined by the tasks of the 

multimedia journalist (Aviles et al, 2008).  

The television reporter was once paired with a photographer. The intention was to 

maximize efficiencies and share expertise. The multimedia journalist was created by giving the 

reporter the camera and the photographer was eliminated. The loss of the photographer 

impacted the valorization of the former reporter because the new role required surplus labor 

from the individual. Braverman (1974) detailed the Labor Process theory as a way to describe 

the surplus value of workers under capitalism invisible to workers. In the process of changing 

the demand of the worker and redefining the journalist’s role, Braverman would argue this was 
a degrading of the labor. Sherijarji (2019) believes the degradation of labor and the deskilling 

of labor is determined by the current technological paradigms of its age, supporting 

Braverman’s claims. Sherijari states that, ‘New technologies force entire nations into new 
forms of organization and specialized skill sets based around ever increasing speed and 

volume.’ The multimedia journalist forces reporters to learn new technologies and meet 

increased volume of work.  

 Braverman was interested in how the forms of technology and the outcomes of the using 

the technologies impacts the working class. He believed the worker is changed by the formation 

of the new relations and hierarchies within the working class (Sherijarji, 2019).  In terms of the 

multimedia journalist, the technology deskills the journalist as a reporter and as a photographer, 

as there are more tasks to complete with questionable expertise as a technician. Braverman 

viewed "deskilling" as a way to enslave workers into a production process and saw evidence of 

the deskilling on the shop floor among blue-collar workers. He predicted that one day the white-

collar jobs would similarly be affected. The television reporter may be viewed by some as a 

white-collar position, elitist celebrity (Malone, 2011, Stelter, 2013) but the multimedia 

journalist model transforms the reporter into working class. Braverman would view this 

transformation as a way profession were increasingly brought under the capitalist labor process 

with the degradation of the work and pay structures. The skilled elites merged with the blue 

color workers (Jonna & Foster, 2014).  

Deskilling is central to Braverman’s assertions. Sallaz (2014) goes as far as to say that 
Braverman believed labor deskilling is not peripheral to capitalism, but its essence. Braveman 

believed one of the conditions for the purchase and sale of labor power, and most relevant to 

the multimedia journalist, is the condition that firms employ labor in order to enlarge their 

capital, that is, earn profit (Braverman 1974). The first impediment to the process was the power 

of the traditional crafts. Braverman asserts management views specialized crafts individuals as 

static and could not help the company keep pace with the competition, ‘they were limited by 
their inability to change the processes of production (p. 63).’ In the view of the traditional 
grouping of television reporter and photographer, the stations were limited, and deskilling 

allowed for flexibility and labor value. 

According to Sallaz (2014), Braverman was proposing an alternative view of American 

capitalism that was in line with Marx’s first principle that the interests of capital and labor are 
fundamentally opposed. Work is steadily cheapened, deskilled, and degraded (p. 299). This 

assertion can be applied to the multimedia journalist who went from a specialized skill to 

generalized execution of tasks. The incentive is not to pay crafts individuals for a finished 
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product but hire unskilled workers and dictate to them exactly how to perform their job. 

O’Doherty et al. (2001) criticized Braverman, and they contend that Labor Process Theory is 

subjective in its application and use. The standardization and deskilling of labor articulate the 

essential dynamics of capitalism of securing growth of capital at the expense of an increasingly 

impoverished and degraded working class (p. 113).   

There are arguments against the assertion that deskilling is not a degradation of work. The 

deskilling leads to adaptive practices that are not standardized, and the skill sets are altered, not 

diminished. Leiter (1993) found that while management looks to streamline production, the 

reality is different. The workplace becomes chaotic because low pay leads to high attrition. 

Meanwhile, there is a constant number of new workers rushing into the profession without 

mentoring. The labor process is standardized, but workers find ways to circumvent the 

standardization, making it unique to their methods. There are limits to the routinization of 

service work (Leiter, 1993). A recent study by Parahita, Monggilo, and Wendratama (2020), 

supports the philosophy that teaching unskilled workers technical skills, such as operating the 

camera equipment, is relatively easier than teaching the worker written language and 

journalistic competencies. 

Rowlinson & Hassard (2000) challenged Braverman’s assertions about deskilling by 
stating that the tendency of separating conception and execution from each other. Conception 

is concentrated on smaller groups of employees while most of the workers in the executing 

phase are increasingly meaningless. Post-Taylorist work does not have the division of design 

and execution, and in this sense, production has evolved. There are many arguments that Labor 

Process Theory lacks the complicated multi-actor relationships of modern technologically 

driven labor (Rowlinson et al, 2000). 

Ben Scott (2005) believed capitalism is the major catalyst for changes in news production, 

“Left without sufficient funds from the primary market – selling audiences to advertisers – they 

(television news stations) are forced to think of ways to make the news itself a commodity 

worth buying” (Scott, 2005). Pamela Jackson (2009) identified the conflict between capitalism 

and journalism as a clash between “an amoral force against an ethical agency”. She expresses 

her dissatisfaction of media ownership by using commodification theory to explain how 

corporate media has an inclination toward the “complete commodification of news” and claims 
capitalism has no social consciousness (Jackson, 2009), that news as a contested commodity. 

The introduction of multi-platform distribution could have led to the expansion of staff to 

supply the platforms. Increases in staff size did not occur instead job requirements multiplied. 

The Multimedia Journalist was the result. 

Multimedia journalism is accepted today, in what Marx and Engels (1848) would consider 

'seeping commodification.’ Marx and Engel stated, ‘All that is solid melts into a commodity,’ 
and Prodnik (2015) concurred arguing the ‘cell forms of capitalism’ have become a part of 
human activities and relations. The interchange between the television reporter and the 

television photographer were valued and monetized. The social form of their news making can 

be identified as labor process. Taking away the television reporter recalculates the monetary 

value of the work, the labor process. Seeping commodification is described as capitalism's need 

to revolutionize the means of production resulting in influence on the social forms as well. The 

mode of production of the MMJ is changing the social groups inside newsrooms. Dobek-

Ostrowska  (2015) view journalistic cultures as a complex mix of journalistic values, practices, 

norms and media products. Bourdieu (1998) would argue that ownership is not important to the 

‘journalistic field’ because of a ‘code of ethics’ journalists maintain and the journalism they 
create.  

It is not unusual for the free press in a democracy to be challenged by the restraints of 

economics. Journalism is unlike many businesses because there is no inventory or products 

placed on shelves and there is no open market for news stories similar to groceries, albeit there 
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are arguments the future innovations may provide such amenities. Lazzarato (1996) coined the 

phrase Immaterial Labor. Immaterial Labor can be identified as the defining characteristics as 

labor that produces informational content of a commodity and the labor that produces the 

cultural content of the commodity. One type of immaterial labor Lazzarato focused on includes 

photography and that would indicate the multimedia journalist performs Immaterial Labor. The 

multimedia journalist may not be paid additional wages to perform the immaterial labor. Mosco 

& Fuchs (2016) would argue that the workers are being exploited by offering them a 

disproportionally low wage in exchange for their labor power and time.  

By paying a wage lower than the amount of capital it generates, the capitalist extracts profit 

from the labor force of the multimedia journalist. Mergers and acquisitions of television 

stations, similar to any merger or acquisition of business entities, creates waves of infrastructure 

revisions to raise shareholders (Martyn, 2009). Dvoskin (2019) identifies the passage of the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996 as the catalyst of corporate profiteering in the television 

industry in the United States. ‘Deregulation has resulted in a gigantic corporate conglomerate 
ownership of the media where the bottom line takes priority.’ Halstead (2000) blames the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996 with saddling broadcasters with billions of dollars in 

expenses to pay for spectrum allocation. It is no coincidence that the rise of the multimedia 

journalist can be traced to the late ‘90s and early ‘00s (Kolodzy, 2006, Hemmingway, 2008). 
Michael Rosenblum is credited as the ‘father of videojournalism’ 1  touring the country’s 
network affiliates, training the reporters to be videojournalists and preaching about the 

economic savings the videojournalist would provide stations (Rosenblum, 2008). The 

campaigning to integrate the videojournalist seems to have been successful. The moniker 

‘videojournalist’ was dropped in favor of others, such as ‘mojo’ (mobile journalist) or ‘sojo’ 
(solo journalist) (Martyn, 2009). Martyn (2009) declared that the increased pressure to do more 

with less, to produce more content with fewer staff was the inspiration for the changes in news 

gathering, citing that the multimedia journalist was created because the new technology was 

available and that intrinsically drove the change.  

Today’s journalist is expected to maintain a social media presence while on the job as well 
as creating ‘speed-driven journalism’ (Lee, 2015). The traditional tasks are required of an MMJ, 

but the non-traditional tasks are filling in production roles when needed, especially live 

production. Posting on Facebook and Twitter is a common practice and a requirement of the 

MMJ and is widely adopted for news coverage (Hermida, 2010).  

The MMJ copes with the exchanges of traditional and non-traditional tasks by creating 

routines. Many times, technology such as social media changes the conventions of the 

profession (Lowrey, 2006) and in the adaptive process individuals are expected to take on the 

new and old methodologies. The rise of digital technology “contributes to the industry’s 
obsession with speed,” and journalists are expected to “do more at a faster pace, giving rise to 
new expectations and practices in the news industry (Lee, 2015).”  

Consolidation greatly increased industry profitability. Much of of the profitability came 

through cost-cutting. Large broadcast groups with many stations were able to centralize news 

operations. Sinclair Broadcast Group and Nexstar Broadcasting (the two largest broadcasting 

companies in the United States) were able to consolidate and share content (Stahl, 2016).  

Studies on the impact of external factors on internal practices in newsrooms may have 

research gaps. Örnebring, Lindell, Clerwall, and Karlson (2016) found that qualitative and 

quantitative studies revealed two outcomes. Qualitative studies find commercial pressures have 

increased in the past few decades around the world. Journalists believe the pressures have 

impacted their autonomy. However, the quantitative studies found that the journalists said they 

 
1  Halstead, D. (2000), Looking Ahead to Photojournalism 2001, The Digital Journalist retrieved at 

http://digitaljournalist.org/issue9809/editorial.htm 
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enjoyed a high level of professional autonomy (Örnebring et al, 2016).  Autonomy is an 

essential element in the multimedia journalism. 

 If the future of television news is dependent upon the liquidity of corporate shares and 

market strength, then there may be doubts about the compatibility between the owner’s 
demands and the workers' ethical responsibility. Jackson (2009) joins the voices of McChesney 

and Scott (2005) in a rebuke of the current tide of corporate ownership of local television news. 

They each believe the rising expectations of capitalism do not give corporations an excuse for 

neglecting the social responsibility of the press. Capitalism does not have a social 

consciousness and therefore immune to the moral responsibilities of the 4th Estate. Moral failure 

results when the news conceptualizes itself as just another commodity bought and sold in a 

capitalist economy resulting in a negative impact on democracy.  

Ritzer (1998) identified a trend of appropriating the principles of the fast food restaurant 

into more and more sectors of American society as well as the rest of the world.  His work 

provided a metaphor of the change toward more highly controlled, bureaucratic, and 

dehumanizing society. Ritzer updated and defended his original thesis, that the shift to the 

digital age may require an examination of the relationship between production and 

consumption, especially in the way in which forms of consumption are delivered to the 

consumer are changing (Ritzer and Miles, 2019).  

Kellner (1999) has been critical of Ritzer’s view that characterizes social relations in which 
individuality and diversity are limited. While McDonald’s is a brick and mortar business, with 

limited options for consumers, multimedia journalists do not seem to be under the same social 

paradigm, nor are the consumers of the product produced by the multimedia journalist.  

McDonaldization of jobs begins with the consumer becoming a part of the labor process. 

In 2017, the New York Times offered buyouts to newsroom staff to reduce the number of 

editors. New York Times publisher, Arthur Sulzberger, Jr. defended the action by saying, "Our 

followers on social media and our readers across the Internet have come together to collectively 

serve as a modern watchdog, more vigilant and forceful than one person could ever be. (Snider, 

2017).” Television news welcomes their audiences to help in the news gathering process by 
offering tips, stories, videos, photos, etc. that was once the duty of trained staff. Any platform 

for journalism is susceptible to the application of McDonaldization.  People are costly and 

impede McDonalidization because the workers are independent thinkers, not robots (Ritzer and 

Mills (2019).  

As a social theory, McDonaldization is a type of rationality, first defined by Weber (1968), 

as formal rationality, whereas consumption is increasing, therefore production requires more 

efficient ways to meet demand. More rationalized forms of consumption have more 

implications and in capitalist society they mean, above all, ever-increasing consumption (Ritzer 

et al., 2019). Feenberg (2017) believes there is a limit to rational organization in modern 

society. He believes technical progress is defined in the dominant culture by the substitution of 

machines and humans, the rational form of this progress makes it difficult to see alternatives or 

contingencies. The philosophy lines up with Braverman’s arguments about deskilling 

(Feenberg, 2017) and why the multimedia journalist may be considered a rational form of 

technological application and replacement of human work. 

The process of McDonaldization can lead to the creation of “McJobs" whereas work is a 
relegated process of speed and inventory. Efficiency involves ‘the choice of the optimum means 
to a given end’ (Ritzer, 1993). Maximizing the hours an employee works to create as many 

products as possible and serve the customer as fast as possible. Work is simplified to de-skill 

the employee and increase efficiency. The de-skilled work requirements are supported with 

rationalization within the companies on all levels. Braverman saw worker's autonomy as a 

function of skill (Smith, 2015). He believed there is a relationship between skill, job autonomy, 

knowledge, and control. Braverman did not believe that increased formal education of the 
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workforce did does not translate into increased skill levels. He believed that was a myth and 

that production, not training, was central to capitalism. 

Multiple platforms increase the need for sources and consumer participation. In 1998, 

Ritzer identified the future role of Internet content providers as major contributors of the 

McDonaldization Thesis. The patron/customer/client becomes part of the labor process. There 

is no longer a clear distinction between worker and patron. Patrons have become unpaid 

workers who perform tasks that would otherwise have to be done by paid employees. They do 

it largely on their own and create a secondary workforce to be exploited to enhance profits 

(Ritzer, 1998, p. 7). Others disagree with Ritzer’s assertions and claim there are larger forces 
at play. Smart (1999) believes the changing ways of living transform the habits of customers 

and the material does not classify as work but residue social activity. They may both be right 

regarding media work. Consumers are looking for easily accessed bits of continuously updated 

information, and corporations are seeking to standardize production methods to lower costs in 

a fast food delivery motif. It is in that context we see the modern television newsroom. The 

television newsroom is in a state of McDonaldization in both the way news is consumed, and 

in the way, the news is produced. Ritzer’s (1998) ‘McDonaldization Thesis” can be applied to 
new means of consumption. The thesis promotes the idea that nothing is “safe from 
McDonaldization as long as there are material interests that push it and stands to benefit from 

its expansion” (Ritzer, 1998).    
Technological modernity plays a factor in job skills and the future adaptiveness of 

journalists. According to Davier & Conway (2019), when convergent strategy is rooted in print, 

news-gathering does not vary from one platform to others. Reporters write a piece of news that 

is copied from print to digital to mobile to social media. The chain of distribution may change 

as convergence of media is incorporating more multimedia tools such as video. Eventually, 

there will be more forms that the definition of multimedia will need to be updated. In recent 

years, the negativity over the amount of labor and technical skill has diminished. Matt Pearl 

(2020) preaches a positive approach to process of newsgathering as a solo video journalist. He 

found that a majority of the MMJs he surveyed believed they have enough time to during the 

day to fulfill their job requirements, however, at the same time a majority of the MMJs he 

surveyed do not believe they see themselves in the same role ten years from now, with a vast 

majority of MMJs agreeing that they feel overwhelmed by the workload. 

News managers want calculability of their employee’s work. The work hours are measured 

in product forms. The work is counted and quantified to make sure the MMJ is increasing 

valorization. Many MMJs will complain about the expectations because it leads to what Ritzer 

(1993) believes is a desire to measure their value of quantity over quality (Ritzer, 1993). Liu & 

Lo (2018) studied Taiwanese reporters and found that workload and news autonomy directly 

relate to emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, cynicism and turnover intention of jobs. Job 

satisfaction acts a mediator in the relationship between burnout and turnover intention. The 

overwhelming workload of multimedia journalism and their autonomy lead to burnout.  

The social relations of production between manager and employee can lead to worker 

resistance and acquiescence as there are mutual amounts of paradigm repair and social 

advancement. The social relations are boundaries for the labor processes of restructuring work 

and the control imperative. It is possible to comprehend the current state of television 

newsrooms within corporate owned stations by applying Gaines and Domagalski (1996) 

approach to Labor Process Theory. The control imperative is converting labor power into profit, 

in the case the multimedia journalist labor power; the valorization increases with the 

restructuring of the work and the cheapening of the process.  Television workers may not fit 

into the description of factory workers because their work is collaboration, but off the shop 

floor of the newsroom, there is continuous tension to treat labor as a commodity while 

maintaining cooperation between worker and manager. Managers may issue demands of time 
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and output and grant workers some autonomy, but ultimately the desires of the corporation 

override the intentions of the middle manager.   

The critical study of political economies of communications (CPEC) attempts to look at 

both the theory and research focused on the public sphere and democracy and reflect on the 

social role of research and researchers. The multimedia journalist may be overlooked in years 

to some as the practice becomes normalized and future research needs to recognize the origins. 

According to Wasko (2018), future developments need to be viewed historically, a fundamental 

starting point for the CPEC. ‘A careful analysis of capitalism, its structure, the consequences 
of those strutures and the contradictions that abound is more than evener relevant and needed 

(Wasko, 2018). Future studies or international comparisons should require a search for a place 

of origin and examination of the political economy to find a common ground.  

Ritzer’s (2019) reevaluation of his McDonaldization thesis concludes that 
McDonaldization will become more relevant in the digital future than it ever was in the bricks 

and mortar past. The absence of opposition to the changing forms of production, is another 

reason to expect the process of McDonaldization will continue. 

  

 

Methodology 

 

This study used quantitative analysis of survey data from multimedia journalists in the United 

States. The survey conducted from 2017 – 2018, collected quantitative data on age, gender, 

specific work requirements such as writing, editing, and videotaping. Survey participants work 

at television stations in different size audiences and broadcast ranges. In the United States, the 

size of the audiences measures the ranking of the station. In the United States there are 210 

areas of different sizes. New York City is the #1 market area in the country with a population 

of 18.2 million people and Glendive, Montana is the smallest market area with a population of 

4, 935. 289 participants responded to the survey. Based on the description of a multimedia 

journalist as someone who shoots, writes and edits their own news stories for broadcast, as well 

as create web content, 172 of the 281 respondents considered themselves to be television 

multimedia journalists. The MMJs represented 132 television market areas in the United States. 

Participants were given opportunities to give personal feedback, and then the qualitative data 

was collected. All comments were reviewed and coded.  

The survey included a respondent from all areas of the United States, including Montana 

and New York. The majority of the survey’s respondents were from television stations outside 
large metropolitan areas. 106 respondents of the 172 (61.6%) were from medium or small 

market areas (DMAs 34 – 210). 

A Qualtrics survey of 39 questions was created, IRB approved, and distributed via the 

Facebook group page, Storytellers. The Facebook group of 11,767 members representing a 

community of television journalists. Their website tvnewstorytellers.com is a resource for 

journalism education. Their mission statement on their website defines their role as a place 

where, “Journalists frequent the community to mentor, share stories, discuss ethics and inspire 
each other.”  

Storytellers is a private group with restriction on membership. Founder Matt Mrozinski, 

states that the page is meant as a critique forum, helping peers to improve their work. The 

members of this community regularly engage in discussions involving their professions. I 

became a member of the group and requested to post the survey to group members. 

The participants were asked questions to help define the multimedia journalist, comparing 

them to the traditional news gathering unit of reporter and television news photographer. The 

survey measured the phenomenon of the MMJ in local television news by asking specific 

questions about the job responsibilities of the MMJ. The participants were asked questions to 
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establish the numbers of MMJs in the respondents’ newsrooms, the ratio of traditional reporters 
to MMJs in their newsrooms, additional work requirements such as social media and online 

reporting, and managerial preferences for using the MMJ to cover particular types of stories.  

The intent of this study is to evaluate the phenomenon, causal conditions, and action 

strategies of the multimedia journalist on local television news organizations.  The survey 

measured the phenomenon of the MMJ in local television news by asking specific questions 

about the job responsibilities of the MMJ. The participants were asked questions to establish 

the numbers of MMJs in the respondents’ newsrooms, the ratio of traditional reporters to MMJs 
in their newsrooms, additional work requirements such as social media and online reporting, 

and managerial preferences for using the MMJ to cover particular types of stories.  

Drawing from the literature discussion, data analysis and observation of multimedia 

journalists, I proposed the following research questions: 

 

RQ1: What are imperative issues associated with the popularity of the Multimedia 

Journalism model in local television newsrooms? 

 

Respondents were encouraged to discuss their observations and experiences. The intent of 

the discussion questions was to formulate qualitative data to find the causal conditions applied 

to their individual experiences as MMJs. The causal conditions were coded based on the 

frequency of similar response, resulting in key words, “quality, quantity, burnout, gender, and 
safety.” The intent of this question is to form a better understanding of how multimedia 

journalists view their work, the limitations of their professions and the challenges they 

experience. Do the MMJs feel that they are deskilled and “enslaved” into a production process 
described by Braverman (1975)?  

 

RQ2: Do MMJ employees feel their workload is manageable? 

 

‘Burnout’ is an issue for many MMJs. The workload on MMJs can be overwhelming. 

MMJs need to be proficient enough with technical skills to be efficient while using their social 

skills with interviews, news events, and dealing with the public while performing their jobs.  

Workers who are given low organizational support result in higher levels of burnout than those 

with high organizational support. A large part of the stress appears to be organizational in nature 

(Lawal, 2017). MMJs work alone and often feel disconnected.  

 

RQ3: Given a choice, would MMJs prefer the multimedia journalism method of 

production or the traditional method of a reporter and photographer? 

 

Does the worker identify the Immaterial Labor, described by Lazzarato (1996)? Would the 

MMJ want to displace the material labor if they had a choice? The theoretical prediction focuses 

on the effect of the working model on employees. Action strategies for employees and the 

company may be used to lessen the consequences of long-term stress. Retaining workers for 

extended periods of time or within the definition of ‘careers' at one place of work is not the 
intention of McDonaldization as wages are meant to have a limited ceiling. Braverman (1975) 

concluded that businesses expected minimal costs to produce products. The working conditions 

are created to increase productivity.  

 

RQ4: Has the implementation of the multimedia journalist become the dominate method 

of news production? 
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Are newsrooms rejecting the traditional modes of production? If the dominate form of 

news production is evolving towards a desire for quantity instead of quality production, can 

Ritzer’s McDonaldization be applied to TV news production (Ritzer, 1998)?  This question is 

also posed to see if Braverman’s assertions that the new methods of work will be accepted and 

adopted by the workers. Plus, does Quinn’s (2004) assertion that media convergence is a 
mindset include the acceptance of the production method? 

 

 

Findings 

 

Management’s perception focuses on workers' attitude, commitment, and motivation and task 

competence (Thursfield, 2017). Workers learn in five stages. The employee progresses from 

novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient, and expert. It is by moving through these 

stages that skills and experience are acquired. It must be acknowledged that the evidentiary 

findings of this study may be based on workers who have not gone through the entire set of 

stages and are not considered expert workers. Similarly, the perceptions of the workforce by 

management may lead to misconceptions of skill as the management elicits the cooperation and 

consent of employees, which is necessary to the production of surplus profit and managers' 

performance at work. 

 

RQ1: What are imperative issues associated with the popularity of the Multimedia Journalism 

model in local television newsrooms? 

 

93% of the MMJs in this survey are under the age of 36. 63 of the 130 MMJs are 18-25 

years of age. 114 of the 132 (86.36%) MMJs have seven years or less experience in television 

news. 23% of the MMJs have no more than two years experience in television journalism. 

37.6% have no more than three years of experience. “Bigger markets want to hire journalists 
out of college because it’s cheaper (you get what you pay for) and I think this is a detriment to 

the station and the news reporter. (MMJ, Paducah, Kentucky).” It appears the rise of 

employment for recent college graduates is rising and the percentage of older employees at 

local television stations is falling.  

The majority of MMJs are young women. 56% of all the respondents were female. Of the 

132 respondents, considering themselves an MMJ, 95 were female (71.9%). The majority of 

those who did not identify as an MMJ were male (46 males to 12 females). Overall 107 of the 

respondents were female, and 81 were male.  

67.72% of the respondents believe the implementation of the multimedia journalists has 

become the dominant method of news production. However, 64.89% say they prefer the 

traditional crew of reporter and photographer over the MMJ method. 

The MMJ method was considered a small market mode of production because it minimized 

costs and staff. The less experienced TV reporter would work in a small market as a “one-man 

band” and after gaining experience would move to a larger market where they would work in 

traditional crews. “The MMJ format does not work well in large size markets. I have colleagues 

who are MMJs in mid-size markets that do efficient or extremely efficient work. (Television 

News Photographer, Top 10 DMA).”  
The large markets have different issues than smaller markets, mainly in transportation to 

and from a news story. An MMJ can not work while driving but a traditional reporter can make 

phone calls and write scripts while the photographer drives. “The expectation to do everything 

simultaneously. Sometimes I feel pressured to email or text while driving. The station wants 

Facebook live, Tweets, and station web updates by 2 pm (we don't have a mobile app so to 

publish to web we need to be in front of a computer). At the same time were expected to 
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communicate with sources and managers. I can't do all these things on my phone at once and 

drive place to place! The most important thing to our managers is finishing two stories by 

deadline and not having overtime. (Female MMJ, age 18-25, New Orleans).”  
News stations are hiring younger MMJs with lower salaries. “Low salaries lead to 

inexperienced reporters in larger markets than they should be working in. (Male, Television 

Photographer, Baltimore, MD).” The lack of experience of the MMJs does not help the 

efficiency of their work. “MMJ is the model, but very few people care to master it. It's looked 
at as something that's lesser than a reporting job. Management tends to pay MMJs less. (Female 

MMJ, Denver).” 

Safety concerns in larger cities are a threat to the MMJ. “Newsrooms are requiring many 
MMJs to report in dangerous situations without backup. Solo live shots are a terrible idea, no 

matter what neighborhood you're in. It's impossible to focus on anything but the camera, which 

could be you in danger. (Female MMJ, age 26-35, Washington, DC)” “Management doesn't 
always take safety into concern. I don't think MMJs should be doing live shots alone. - Role 

models for women MMJs- there really aren't a lot of of older women one man banding and I 

worry it's because companies haven't supported them (what happens if a woman is pregnant, 

has safety concerns? I feel management is not sympathetic to those concerns). (MMJ Female, 

age 26-35, New York City). 

 

RQ2: Do MMJ employees feel their workload is manageable? 

 

Braverman (1975) assets that quantity is valued over quality in the deskilling process and 

Ritzer’s (1998) McDonaldization requires standardization of output. Workload is used to 

evaluate both quantity and standardization. The survey revealed that 54% (sd = .55, var. .31) 

of the respondents in this study believe the workload of the MMJ is too much for one person 

and only 2.87% believe the workload is not an issue. Workload is similar for all MMJs 

according to our survey. Market size did not indicate an increase or decrease in expected output. 

Smaller markets have a slight increase in their output, mostly online stories. 93% of the 132 

MMJ respondents are expected to post pictures to social media. Facebook (51.54%) and Twitter 

(33.85%) are the most popular apps. 

The workload creates anxiety for many of the respondents. Some of the inexperienced 

MMJ (18-25-year-olds) are being routinized, and in the process of improving their skills, the 

MMJs are often overwhelmed. “I'm exhausted every day. And I feel like my quality of work 

suffers cause I'm doing the job of 6 people. (Female, 18-25, Scranton, PA)” 

Lawal (2017) believed a large part of worker’s stress appears to be organizational in nature 
the respondent’s comments reflect the stress that occurs because of the organizational structure. 

“It’s too much, plain and simple. An MMJ should be able to determine their own workload, 

instead a boss who is not even at the story determines it for herself/himself. (Male, 18-25, 

Atlanta, Georgia).” “The MMJs have too much on their plate, especially with the constant push 

for social media content. Shooting and editing a story while also being expected to report things 

accurately is an excessive amount of work on its own. I also feel very badly for those who are 

forced to operate their own live shots. It's unsafe, and many MMJs feel this way--they're simply 

afraid to voice this to management. (Male, Over 36, Salt Lake City, Utah).”  

Many MMJs feel the pressures to perform different skills quickly and efficiently lead to a 

lack of interpretation that leads to habits of selection, exclusion of points of view and emphasis 

on the dominant perspective. “If it's a busy day and I turn three separate stories plus live shots, 
and Facebook lives, I need another pair of hands, so the product won't look like crap.  Burn out. 

I'm a storyteller. I am passionate both behind and in front of the lens. But too many hours spent 

gathering news for ten different platforms wears me out. (Female, 26-35, Knoxville, TN)” 
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“There are a lot of issues. The responsibilities of a single person are out of control. The 

expectations are so much higher and typically quality goes to the wayside. It's out of control. 

(Female, 18-25, Ashland, KY)” The necessity for more products with fewer journalists, 

especially MMJs who work alone, highlights the counter-intuitive nature of hiring and 

supporting the MMJ model instead of the traditional crew. Many MMJs view the use of MMJs 

as a managerial decision and not a journalistic decision. “The problem is news managers (many 

of whom who have no real field experience) have the same deadlines and production asks for 

MMJs as 2-person crews. Inexperienced news managers are a widespread problem in news--

which is part of how they get suckered into producer-vision or consultant-vision. (Male, Over 

36, Washington, DC).” 

Technology may have created greater flexibility and mobility of reporting, but there are 

physical limitations to the multimedia journalism that are caused by the aspects of deskilling. 

Deskilling creates vulnerabilities (Braverman, 1975). “No matter what, something will have to 
suffer out of all the jobs being performed. Usually it’s the photography aspect but in many cases 
it’s the ability to have a good interview and be able to pay attention and ask the right questions. 

If you are worried about technical problems, you are not listening properly. If the technology 

fails during importing or feeding you are not able to write your lead ins etc because now you 

are trouble shooting. If you are in a bad neighborhood you have no one keeping an eye out for 

you while you are working which puts you in an unsafe work environment. (Male, 26-35, 

Seattle, WA.)” 

The expectations of meeting deadlines and carrying a heavy workload are accelerating 

burnout. “Burnout” is described by Schaufeli (2008), as “exhaustion, cynicism, and lack of 
professional efficacy” (p. 175). Rahim (2016) explained job burnout as a syndrome of physical 
and mental health caused by prolonged exposure to stress involving emotional responses (p. 

205). The symptom can lead to disillusionment about their job. There are three components of 

job burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and lack of personal accomplishment. “If 
one-man-bands can enhance what you can do, I’d be all for it. (But) The grind of breaking news 
with no staffing and two stories because it’s just churn, churn, churn, no time, day in, day out, 
lead stories. You go nuts. (Female, 25-36, Tampa, FL).” 

 

RQ3: Given a choice, would MMJs prefer the multimedia journalism method of production or 

the traditional method of a reporter and photographer? 

 

If the respondents were given a choice, 64.89% (sd = .57, var = .33) would prefer the 

traditional crew of reporter and photographer overusing the MMJ method. 23.94% of the 

respondents prefer the MMJ model. 53% of those who prefer the MMJ model are 18-25 years 

of age. “There is so much news, too much land mass and traffic to get there, and not enough 
hours in the day before your live shot or story is due to do "one-man bands", or MMJ work. 

Trust me, it doesn't matter how organized you are. They prefer quantity over quality, the 

majority of the time in large markets. In my opinion, traditional crews work best in big markets 

and network television news hand down. (Female, age 36-over, Top 10 DMA).”  

The question remains if it is beneficial to have one person produce the work that formerly 

took two people. In this context, McDonalidization is realized (Ritzer, 1993) when work 

becomes a relegated process of speed and inventory. Management seems to separate the work 

from the worker and placing too much work on the individual MMJ. “That's one of the biggest 
worries. Not only the pay scale, but the workload. I'm completely burnt out. I'm worked to the 

bone - and my station care only about quantity - not quality. I'm a grinder. And the managers 

are either completely ignorant, or totally insensitive to, our plight. (Male, 26-35, Hartford CN).” 

Feenberg’s assertion that technical progress is defined in the dominate culture by the 

substitution of machines for humans (Feeberg, 2017). It appears that the journalists see the 
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value in the traditional methods and resist the rational form of progress that is imposed on them. 

The multimedia journalists would argue Braverman’s deskilling is not beneficial to them but 

the technology appeals to the administrative hierarchies. One of the results of the industrial 

revolution was the importance of adopting organizational practices intended to promote the 

efficient use of time (Pfeffer et al., 2012, p. 47). “The emphasis on cutting back on some staff 
means more MMJs that are expected to cover more content, lowering the quality of the stories. 

(Female, 18-25, Dallas, TX).”  
The “one-man band” has been in existence since the beginning of television broadcasting. 

A significant difference between the "one-man band" and the MMJ is the number of platforms 

where their work is intended to be delivered. Besides all of the steps to create a TV news story, 

the MMJ have other types of production requirements for social media. The impact on the 

worker is an overload. “Too much load for quality work. We're expected to shoot mobile stories 
for the web and take slideshow photo essays, while simultaneously conducting interviews on 

ENG style cameras. Covering large events alone is impossible. And asking for help is useless 

since all other MMJ's are working on their own stories. Modern newscasts are built on the backs 

of underpaid and under-resourced MMJ's. (Male 18-25, Tyler, TX)”. 
Experienced reporters see multitasking as a threat to verifying the accuracy of their stories 

and can ultimately lead to a loss of integrity. “Certain people will try to tell you one thing and 
put a spin on a story that you many not have time to check out. You’ve got to worry about that. 
I think at some point, if they cover a big enough story, they’re going to have to put their foot 
down and say, ‘I’m not comfortable airing the story the way it is now. I’ve got to find out 
more.’ And that might be a difficult thing to get through to a producer or a news director, but 

those are the times we live in now. (Male, Over-36, Syracuse, NY)” 

 

RQ4: Has the implementation of the multimedia journalist become the dominate method of 

news production? 

 

Respondents viewed the multimedia journalist as a dominate method in their newsrooms. 

68.45% (sd=.46, var.= 0.22) of the MMJ respondents believe the implementation of the 

multimedia journalist has become the dominate method of news production. MMJs recognize 

management prefers to use the MMJ for certain stories and the traditional crew for other types 

of stories. In regard to a spot news or breaking news, 54.5% (sd = 1.13, var. 1.28) respondents 

believe that their managers prefer to send a photographer and a reporter to cover the story. In 

the case of a general news story, 53.97% of the respondents (sd = 1.08, var. 1.18) believe 

managers prefer the multimedia journalist to cover the story.  

Respondents believe that managers would prefer that In-Depth reporting be produced by a 

crew of reporter and photographer (68.25%, sd = 1.09, var. 1.20). The ability of the MMJ to 

create an In-Depth piece is not necessarily the issue. Respondents would like to see MMJs used 

in different ways than daily assignments. “News Directors think MMJs replace and can 
efficiently handle the workload of a photographer and reporter crew, but MMJs are rarely given 

time to make a good story when given the same tasks as a regular team. (MMJ, New Orleans)” 
“There are many demands for MMJs, leaving little time for in-depth reports. All of my stories, 

for example, are day turns, and because my station does not give overtime or comp time, I have 

to work on special reports on my own time. (Female, 18-25, Lincoln, NE)” 

The 2018 RTDNA Newsroom Staffing Report indicates that the use of MMJ is dominate 

in smaller markets with smaller staff (Papper, 2018). More than half the local television stations 

in the United States (DMAs 51-210) utilized a staff consisting of 59.7% MMJ employees. The 

other half of larger stations (1-50) utilized a staff consisting of 19.5% MMJ employees. 

RTDNA’s study reveals that staff size is directly related to MMJ use. Newsrooms with 31-50 
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employees use 56.7% MMJs. Staff size of 21-30 consists of 83.9% MMJs. Staff size of 11-20 

consists of 84.8% MMJs. Staff size of 1-10 consists of 80% MMJs (Papper, 2018). 

The growth of the MMJ may have plateaued. RTDNA reports that a number of news 

directors have reported that they are looking to cut back on their use of the MMJs. However, 

the overall growth of the MMJ was 1% in 2018. MMJ new hires are up 16.9%, more than 

Producers (15.4%) and Reporters (9.6%). In the “average” local TV news department of 40.4 
people, RTDNA attributes 6.2 employees are photographers, 4.9 MMJs, and 3.7 Reporters 

(Papper, 2018). 

The MMJ method at local television stations is not a dominant methodology, but the 

numbers of MMJs are growing. According to the RTDNA/ Hofstra study of 2018, the use of 

the MMJ is increasing with employee replacement hiring. The numbers of replacement hires 

of MMJs have risen 19.5% meanwhile the traditional reporter hires are up 13.7%. The 

combined MMJ/Reporter hires consist of 33.2% of new employees in television newsrooms 

(Papper, 2018). 

“Great for companies who want to cut cost - bad for quality journalism. Don't get me wrong 

- you can still turn a great story as an MMJ. But your attention is divided - meaning something 

also always suffers. And there are physical limitations as an MMJ that just cannot be replicated 

without a full crew. Anyone that says they can do just as good of a job as an MMJ as a 

competent, traditional crew, is either in complete denial or ignorant. Two is always better than 

one. (Female 26-35, Dallas, TX).” 

 

 

Limitations 

 

RTDNA’s 2018 survey concluded there are 27,100 individuals in local television newsrooms 

in the United States. Roughly 12.1% of those newsroom’s staff are MMJs. This would indicate 

that the pool of 11,767 individuals from the Storytellers Facebook Page may not necessarily be 

representative of local television newsrooms. Notably, the RTDNA surveys have more access 

to management to collect their data and have a more representative pool, this study, utilized a 

rare opportunity to survey the members of Storytellers, a respected collection of professionals.  

Respondents quotes were selected based on the relevancy to the research questions. One-

word responses or short sentences were not considered, but small portions of longer responses 

were chosen, as to best reflect meaningful and accurate representation of the pool dialogue. The 

chosen quotes may reflect dissenting opinions more than positive affirmations of the 

professions. The ‘positive-negative asymmetry effect’ (Anderson, 1965; Peeters & Czapinski, 
1990; Skowronski & Carlston, 1989) states that when equal measures of good and bad 

experiences occur, the psychological effects of the bad events outweigh the good 

remembrances. Perhaps there are more positive feelings that were not expressed in the survey. 

The positive opinions of this survey were consistently shorter one-word answers.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The MMJ is an accepted and growing method of journalism production and TV news 

employment has now surpassed newspapers. 2  Efficiency is expected, and each story is a 

 

2
 2018 RTDNA/Hofstra University Newsroom Survey, retrieved at: 

https://www.rtdna.org/article/research_tv_news_employment_surpasses_newspapers#.X0gmIRLFSa4.gmail 
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calculated commodity inventoried in its multiple formats. McDonaldization is occurring to the 

profession of journalism with serious aftereffects.  Braverman’s assertion that the disparate 
white-collar sectors would be brought under capitalistic labor process by the “degradation” of 
their work (Braverman, 1975). Quantity over quality, with little room for nuanced 

specialization.  

 Braverman (1975) would associate the traditional television news crew professionals with 

higher skills and higher status, a higher working class, that has been demoted to a “growing 
working-class occupation’ with relentless degradation of their working conditions. Safety 

issues and emotional stress have become a growing concern for MMJs. “Burnout” was 
frequently cited as a concern by all the respondents. Luz et al. (2017) concluded that burnout 

is a defense response, even if improper, to the chronicity of occupational stress that reaches 

unbearable limits (pp. 238-246). Deadline pressure has always been a part of the journalism 

profession but is possible to say that no other particular type of journalist was ever required to 

complete so much work, with so many skills, to be placed on so many formats each day than 

the MMJ.  

Safety concerns rise because of increased burnout. Studies by Maslach & Jackson (1996) 

identified burnout symptoms with emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and inefficacy. 

Burnout can lead to the risk of injury. Ahola et al. (2013) found that employee suffering from 

exhaustion have a 10% increase in risk for severe injuries. And those employees who 

experience burnout symptoms at least once a month saw a 19% increase in their risk of serious 

injury as compared to those with symptoms less often. They concluded that ‘burnout is a risk 
factor for future severe injuries’ (pp. 450-457). 

In the United States, there is an overwhelming tendency towards the degradation of work, 

in a system that is heading toward oligopolistic capitalism. The need to recreate or repurpose 

the “one-man band,” in the form of the MMJ, was nurtured by what Weber would describe as 
a rationalization of substantively irrational working conditions (Weber, 1968). The last ten 

years have been difficult for television journalists and the television news industry. In a farewell 

address Mike James (2017), Editor of NewsBlues.com lamented that during the last decade 

there had been an unhealthy transformation of TV news. He says, "We've watched a handful of 

broadcasting companies leverage investment money to gobble up local TV stations by the 

hundreds, creating ownership behemoths that threaten the public interest by centralizing news 

production, eliminating competition and diversity (NewsBlues.com, 2017).” 

The multimedia journalist is the cell-level organism of a growing corporate organism. 

Government deregulations have catalyzed change at all levels of the broadcast industry. 

Corporate consolidation is making an impact on news coverage (Hedding et.al. 2019). The 

respondents in this survey support Braverman’s assertion that deskilling takes place in 
conforming industries (Braverman, 1975) because of societal and industrial changes, in this 

case deregulation. Stahl (2016) would support the respondents claim that management is 

looking for quantity over quality, and a homogenization of the product created by shared 

resources. McDonaldization of the MMJ occurs because the brick and mortar corporations, like 

Nexstar, Sinclair, and Tegna, package and brand intangible products manufactured with 

deskilled workers, performing immaterial labor. All of these assertions can identify the 

McDonaldization of journalism. Ritzer (1998) would conclude that the respondents of this 

survey form a working class in the Braverman model.  

  

 

Further Research 

 

Corporations are consolidating their work and “hubbing” work to be distributed between the 
stations. TV stations are providing content for more than one TV station. Consolidation of 
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television stations and mutual operating agreements are increasing the number of stations with 

local news to a record level. 717 local TV newsrooms are supplying news to another 328 

stations. There is a record number 1,045 stations running local news (RTNDA/Hofstra; The 

Business of News, 2015).  
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Abstract: Examining the concept of “development communication” and “development 
journalism” in the professional development of women journalists in Egypt, this study analyzes 
the Women’s Voices Project undertaken by Deutsche Welle Akademy (DWA) in Egypt to 

develop the professional and gender sensitive skills of young women journalists. The project 

has taken place through a set of intensive professional trainings, leading to the establishment 

of the Masr El Nas website, intended to achieve sustainability or “media viability.” Testing the 
role of this “media development” project in developing the interpersonal and professional skills 
of women journalists and in promoting “development journalism,” through Masr El Nas, the 

methods used include in-depth interviews with the project managers, trainers and selected 

trainees, and a thematic content analysis of Masr El Nas, as a case study of development 

journalism. 

Research findings indicate there is no nation-wide impact for the project, since it has 

operated in a tight media environment with a variety of laws strangulating media freedom, as 

well as media development projects. The project, as a result, failed to achieve “media viability.” 
Yet, it could reach many of its small-scale goals, such as developing the interpersonal and 

professional skills of women journalists, enhancing gender sensitive reporting, using state-of-

the-art technology, reporting on the people, and engaging local communities and attempting to 

develop them, as the interviews indicated. The content analysis showed that stories about 

marginalized women were dominant on the website, as well as stories from Upper Egypt, a 

blind spot for mainstream media.  
 

Keywords: Communication Development, Digital Media, Media Development, Development 

Journalism, Gender Sensitivity, Gender Sensitive Reporting 

 

Introduction 

 

Especially in developing countries where many citizens suffer from “undesired socio-economic 

conditions, the media has been recognized as the engine for development.” Yet, the media 

power is subject to the feasibility of the “operating environment” and the likelihood of adopting 

a development journalism model (Lencho, 2013: p.123). Development journalism, focusing on 
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development issues to serve ordinary people (Ismail, 2013) stems from the concept of 

development communication—the use of communication technology to foster development. 

Operating in a democratic or a democratizing environment is crucial for development 

journalism since the process of “democratization” is central to development. This necessitates 

transformation at the societal, economic, and political levels, as well as the constitution, the 

electoral system, and the government practices, says Lencho (2013). Development is a 

“multidimensional process incorporating economic, socio-cultural… transformation” (Lencho, 
2013, p. 122). It incorporates “human dignity, security, justice and equality,” say Pant and 
Kumar (1995, p. 50, cited in Lencho, 2013). 

Central to development is ensuring diversity and gender equality both in participation and 

representation. Research shows women in developing countries suffer gender inequality 

especially in media representation and participation in development (World Association of 

Christian Communicators, 2015). In Egypt’s media, women do not have seniority, nor do they 

have editorial freedom. Gender stereotyping and sexualized representation of women in media 

is also common in Egypt, as they are often portrayed as passive and powerless in front of men 

(Institute for Women’s Studies, 2013). 

Meanwhile, the tight grip on the public sphere, the absence of media freedom, and the 

crackdown on media development efforts have been in effect since 2014, says journalist and 

media trainer, Omar Mostafa (2019, personal interview). After issuing the NGOs law and media 

laws, in 2018 and 2019 respectively, legalizing state control over NGOs and media 

organizations, including online media and social media, the situation has worsened, adds 

Mostafa. This makes conducting a media development project targeting women journalists, 

along with the uncertain status of Egyptian women, media freedom and democracy, a more 

challenging task. 

Analyzing the Deutsche Welle Akademie (DWA)-sponsored Women’s Voices project, 2014 

- 2018, which aimed to empower young women journalists from around Egypt with state-of-

the-art skills through their brainchild website, Masr El Nas, this research examines the project 

feasibility in producing development journalism and fostering gender equality in Egypt. 

Operating in a tight media environment, this research raises questions and attempts to provide 

answers on the viability of the project, and the extent to which it can improve the status of 

Egyptian women journalists and what represents an effective development journalism model. 

Using a mixed methods approach to boost the results, it combines in-depth interviews with the 

project manager, trainees, trainers, media professionals and experts, as well as a thematic 

content analysis of the Masr El Nas website, to evaluate its representation of development 

aspects, gender and geographical diversity, and its likelihood to yield a difference. 

 

 

Development Communication/Journalism  

 

Development communication—communication about development operations—aims to 

inform the audiences about development initiatives, activities and results (Mefalopulos 2008). 

Development communication has two primary roles: (a) a transforming role, bringing in social 

change in a way that will bring a higher quality of life, where communication is an instrument 

to achieve these objectives; and (b) a socializing role, seeking to maintain some of the 

established values of society. Playing these roles, development communication seeks to create 

an atmosphere for change and provide innovation through which society may change 

(Choudhury, 2011: 3-4). 

Development journalism is “a new attitude towards the treatment of certain subjects in 

relation to development, designed to serve ordinary people and not the elite,” (Chalkley quoted 

in Ismail, 2013: pagenumber) by reporting on development issues in society and how society 
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was developing. To realize the goals of development journalism, Banda (2006) notes that a 

development journalist has to motivate the audience to actively cooperate in development; and 

must defend the interests of those concerned, reporting “ideas, programs, activities and events, 

…related to an improvement of the living standard.” The essence of development journalism 

rests on promoting holistic development that equally benefits the people (Wimmer and Wolf, 

2005). 

“Media development”—the overall development of the media in a country—it reflects the 

status of free media expression, pluralism, democracy and gender equality. The goal of media 

development is to create and sustain a “healthy media sector,” say Susman-Pena (2012), 

whereby the media must be free, independent, professional, and reach out to many populations, 

offering diverse perspectives and providing people with the information they need to make 

sound decisions and hold governments accountable. It also means that people can freely create, 

distribute, and exchange content—since the media cut across all sectors in society, its potential 

for impact is enormous (Susman-Pena, 2012). To reach its full potential, media development 

necessitates democracy and freedom of expression. 

In developing countries, media development is nurtured through projects conducted by 

international governmental organizations of well-established democracies to foster 

development, using all communication tools including interpersonal, audio-visual and mass 

media (Colle, 2002). Development Journalism is a tool of media development, whereby 

journalists apply the ideals learned in training workshops, in a way that would be more inclusive 

to the society’s grassroots. Sustainability, or “media viability,” as a media development goal, 

says Schneider et al (2016), not only includes financial sustainability, but also the media 

outlets’ ability to produce high quality journalistic content in the long term. 

Development journalism dates to the 1960s in the Philippines, where Alan Chalkley coined 

the term “development journalist” during a Thomson Foundation course. Chalkley (1968) 

identified the main tasks of a journalist as (1) to report the facts, (2) to interpret those facts 

within “their framework” and “draw conclusions” and (3) a third task that can be called 

“promotion,” which includes promoting the facts and bringing them home to readers (quoted 

in Gunaratne and Hasim 1996: 98). In the same vein, Galtung and Vincent (1992) urged 

journalists to relate development to the “people” by reporting people as subjects, actors and 

agents rather than objects or victims; and define problems and solutions as clearly as possible, 

taking into account “ecological balance,” and factors such as gender, race, class and nation 

(quoted in Gunaratne and Hasim, 1996: 99). These ideals indicate that gender balance and 

gender sensitive reporting, which can “help generate respect for the individual regardless of 

sex,” (Joerger and Taylor, 2004: iiv) lie at the heart of development journalism. 

Nevertheless, there are different views on the impact of media development. “Building the 

media as an institution means that it in turn will support other institutions,” analyzes Susman-

Pena (2012). A credible and trustworthy media would provide informative reporting about 

other development issues leading the people to support development. In contrast, John Merrill 

(1971: 240) doubted that the outcome of media development can be projected for an entire 

nation. “One might as well study the impact of a message on one person and project it to a 

whole group of people.” It would be unrealistic to expect more than that, he adds. 

Despite its benign intentions, development journalism—focusing on society and updating 

people with development information—has been widely criticized on practical and conceptual 

grounds. Shafer (1991) criticized development journalism for not enhancing the media’s 

watchdog function (cited in Ismail 2013). Other scholars argue that it has “no fixed terms of 

practice,” which creates variations in its application. Due to the malpractices of developing 

countries in applying development journalism, its presumed goal of ‘promoting development’, 
has been assumed as essentially serving national and government agendas (Ismail, 2013). 
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Asserting that development journalism should be a critical evaluation of government 

development programs or act as a watchdog on the government, Ogan (1982, p.10) says, 

development journalism is “the critical examination, evaluation and report of the impact of 

development programs which demands that the mass media be independent of government.” In 

short, development journalism is meant to serve society with a socially responsible press 

(Ismail, 2013). 

However, with the global variations in development journalism practices, it is important to 

note how it works in developing countries with different realities. Shah (1992, cited in Ismail 

2013) points to the need to reconceptualize development journalism, since, according to Kamal  

the ‘noble conception’ of development journalism has been corrupted in various situations to 

serve the ruling elites (cited in Ismail 2013). Development journalism is highly influenced by 

diverse social, economic, cultural and political conditions of a country, says Ismail (2013). In 

Asia, it refers to “the ‘government and elites’ news, rather than promoting the citizens’ voice” 

(Ismail, 2013, p.26). 

Due to those practices, scholars differ about development journalism. While some 

denounce development news as “a camouflage for government control” or news management, 

others argue, development journalism was and still face struggles and misconceptions, as a 

“new” brand of journalism (Ismail, 2013). Waisbord (2010) says development journalism is an 

“obsolete term,” “unfitting for developing countries,” since it is unlikely that authoritarian 

countries allow critical watchdog journalism required for development journalism to function 

(cited in Ismail, 2013). 

Efficient development journalism, thus, necessitates policies granting diversity. 

Journalists, governments, development partners and the general public need to learn about the 

role that communications and media can play in political change. However, it must be noted 

that supporting and strengthening the media in shifting political dynamics is a long-term 

process that needs persistence and involvement of all stakeholders. This includes involving 

journalists, NGOs, and civil society organizations and avoiding replacing “donor-driven 

agendas” for local aspirations and priorities. In addition, there is a need to encourage 

governments to commit to media development by legislating freedom of information, building 

information databases and making them accessible to journalists and the public (Wilson and 

Bama, 2007).  

 

 

Status of the Media and Media Development in Egypt  

 

Status of the Media in Egypt 

 

Assessing the prospects of media development in Egypt necessitates a flashback to the status 

of the media in Egypt. The era before Nasser was marked with “a highly politicized and vibrant 
media environment and significant partisanship among both media professionals and 

audiences.” Struggling against the occupation, many newspapers represented “a strong and 
dynamic partisan press” says Khamis (2011). 

Since Nasser’s rule, political regimes have employed Egypt’s media to consolidate their 

power. Curbing down diversity and plurality, “Nasser’s nationalization of the press marked the 
end of its freedom, professionalism, and excellence,” says Khamis (2011). To mobilize the 

people behind his policies and ideologies, Nasser politicized the media under stiff regime 

control, established radio “to reach illiterate people in the Arab world,” monopolized all 
newspapers and abolished private ownership, then launched state television, to consolidate his 

control of all media (Mollerup, 2015). 
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The situation continued the same way during Sadat and most of Mubarak’s time. Sadat 
allowed political parties, without public base, to have newspapers, but constrained them by the 

Supreme Press Council, which never licensed a newspaper. He officially lifted censorship, yet 

assigned editors in all major publishing houses, which effectively worked as a censorship 

mechanism (Mollerup, 2015). Torn between the desire to increase democracy and fear of its 

exploitation, says Khamis (2011), Sadat shifted the press system several times, towards and 

away from freedom and diversity (Rugh, 2004). 

Mubarak’s era was marked with arrests and abuse of journalists—police assaults and raids, 

detentions, even torture under media laws of 1995 and 1996 which continued to restrict and 

imprison journalists (Khamis 2011; Sakr, 2013). Egypt’s media witnessed remarkable 
developments, such as emergence of private satellite television channels, the spread of privately 

owned newspapers, and growing Internet accessibility (Khamis, 2011).  By 2000, private 

television channels were allowed, yet only licensed through the Media Free Zone and not 

permitted to broadcast news (Sakr, 2012). Then, the first private newspaper, Al Masry Al 

Youm, owned by influential businessmen, was licensed in 2004, and people started to have 

more access to the internet. 

The increasing media pluralism and diversity opened the way for newspapers critical of 

the regime and top official to break long-held taboos (Khamis, 2011). Likewise, satellite 

television offered uncensored alternative to the government media (Sakr, 2013). In addition, 

the widespread access to the internet created a new milieu for public opinion expression, and 

discussions of various issues. Yet, “it was not until the 2011 revolution that the proliferation of 
these new media aided a genuine shift toward political reform in Egypt,” says Khamis (2011). 

The government’s direct and indirect media repression—including censorship, subsidies, 

regulations and ownership—and the amount of freedom of expression eased by new technology 

accelerated the rate of press freedom, despite restrictions, representing “a case of media 
schizophrenia,” says Iskandar (2006; cited by Khamis, 2011). The “new media substituted, 
rather than promoted,” democratic practice (Seib, 2007), acting as a safety valve for the public 

to vent out anger at political injustices, without allowing the exercise of any political rights 

(Khamis, 2011). 

According to Sakr (2013), the most significant transformation in Egyptian journalism are 

the expanding informal online spaces, allowing journalists to challenge government 

disinformation. Soon after the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) took overpower, 

journalists faced two opposing trends: a robust one that wished to retain the old system and a 

liberal one that sought to meet the uprising’s aspirations. Meanwhile, media start-ups recruited 

protesters as trainees, trying to redefine journalistic professionalism (Sakr, 2013). This was 

necessary, asserts Iskandar (2007), most journalists in Egypt lack the culture of serving as a 

watchdog or a catalyst for change, since journalism education is predominantly theoretical. 

 

Media Development in Egypt 

 

Media control in Egypt has always strangulated media development and development 

journalism effort. As wonders Sakr (2013) “how rules for representation affect the likelihood 

of reaching consensus on professional ethics.” Post 2011, NGOs concerned with development 
journalism aspired for more liberal laws granting them freedom to collaborate with 

international partners. Likewise, international initiatives sought to incorporate media managers, 

editors and journalists in campaigns promoting journalistic transparency and accountability 

(Sakr, 2013). All these attempts were halted with the crack down on NGOs and issuing of the 

NGOs law, which strangled international collaborations (Balz and Mujaly, 2016). As a result, 

all foreign media development organizations ceased from working in Egypt.  
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Approving and implementing the Anti-Cyber and Information Technology Crimes Law in 

August 2018 and the Media Regulation Law in July 2018, the government can now regulate 

and restrict online freedom of expression and jail online users seen as threatening the regime. 

Moreover, counterterrorism and state of emergency laws grant courts the right to prosecute 

bloggers and online activists for “peaceful criticism.” With those regulations, the Supreme 

Council for Media Regulations has the power to put citizens with more than 5000 followers on 

social media, personal blogs or websites under state supervision, blocking or suspending their 

accounts (Muslim, 2019). 

Naila Hamdy (2019, personal interview) confirmed, the launch of the NGOs law has 

directly affected media development agencies, “who chose to pull out of Egypt because they 

found it is not a good time to work here.” Mostafa (2019) has witnessed several instances when 

media development organizations were “forced by the security to stop their activities.” This 

include, GIZ, Thompson Reuters and El-Sot El-Hor (the free voice), a website operating with 

Polish funding. DW is not an exception from this despite Women’s Voices ability to operate 

under those circumstances, he adds. 

Some argue, journalistic training is necessary and urgent, despite performing in a tight 

media environment. Becker (2003) says journalists need to learn the basics and be ready to 

choose what to report on and how, when this is possible. Meanwhile, in the absence of 

international organizations, locally offered media training is positively seen by Hamdy (2019), 

as a good sign. Mostafa (2019), however, argues, “it is not up to the same quality offered by 

foreign organizations. The design of the training, the analysis of trainees’ needs used to enrich 

the content of training offered by foreign organizations.” Some local companies get famous 

journalists—lacking the training skills—to train. For many, it is more of a business, “Even 

when the training is offered for free, quality is not guaranteed,” says Mostafa.  

 

Media Development and Women in Egypt 

 

The crackdown on media development, along with the absence of a consensus on media 

professionalism and the low status of women is reflected in the absence of gender sensitive 

reporting in local media in Egypt. Mona Badran (2019, personal interview), a media professor 

and trainer, confirms “the state media always tackle women in a negative way. When there is 

an attack on women, they ask questions that held women responsible rather than support them.” 

As for media training on gender sensitivity, Badran noticed that “younger generations are 
more willing and able to learn and apply the concepts of gender sensitive reporting. The 

outcome and follow up reports prove more positive representation of women issues.” Menegatti 

and Rubini (2017) clarify, gender sensitivity is reflected in the significant role of language in 

defining gender, affecting gender roles in society. “Linguistic processes and verbal 
communication are… powerful means through which sexism and gender discrimination are 
perpetrated and reproduced.” Gender stereotypes are usually “attached to the corresponding 
social roles,” they say (p.1).   

Women in the Arab world, says Sakr (2002), experience what Deniz Kandiyoti (2000: xiv) 

call “double jeopardy.” Not only are they subjected to large scale restrictions in civic and 

political participation, but also, they are denied autonomy by discriminatory laws, yielding 

authority to their male guardians to decide whether they work or travel. As a result, women are 

predominantly barred from development programs and access to Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT). This “gender divide” is an important aspect of the digital 
divide. As a UNDP report (2005) emphasized, “ICT can be a powerful catalyst for political and 
social empowerment of women, and the promotion of gender equality” (Mandour, 2009, p.9).  

Meanwhile, the UN places the lack of information access the third most important issue 

facing women after poverty and violence (UNESCO, 2003, cited in Mandour 2009). Research 
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on the impact of ICT on the gender gap in Egypt indicates there is a need to adopt policies 

supporting women’s participation, as a promising field for improving women engagement. 
However, women must be equipped with skills to prepare them for these roles (Mandour, 2009). 

With the lack of access and participation in ICT use and production, new technologies 

could become a significant factor in marginalizing women (Hafkin and Taggart, 2001); 

however, a positive aspect of ICT is strengthening women’s political empowerment (United 
Nations, 2005). ICT has the potential to significantly increasing women’s voice and enhancing 
their participation in public life where they employ technology to empower themselves… raise 
awareness, develop networks, and increase advocacy for women’s causes. ICT can thus be used 

to pressure policymakers to respond to women’s perspectives and concerns, leading to more 
gender-equitable policies and social services (World Bank, 2004, cited in Mandour 2009).   

According to a survey on social media impact and potential for women empowerment, 

most respondents felt social media could enhance women’s participation in different aspects of 
public life. Yet, there were some doubt about the empowering effects of social media in the 

absence of actual changes in gender equality legislations and rights on the ground (The Role of 

Social Media, 2011). Muslim (2019, p. 26) coincides technology is “enabling and empowering 
women in environments that are politically and religiously restrictive” in three aspects, 
“knowledge building” despite censorship; providing a “wider range of voices and initiatives;” 
and inspiring women to establish “far reaching relationships and alliances which can create 
allies and greater interventions.”   

According to Muslim (2019), in the last decade, women in the MENA (Middle East and 

North Africa) region have used the internet to garner support for their work and disseminate 

images and information about social and political issues. “This has created a connectivity for 
women’s rights activists where they are able to create alternative ideas around identity politics, 

citizenship, and political participation in mediated discursive spaces,” says Muslim. As a result, 
women can “redefine patriarchal gender roles while questioning the sociocultural, economic, 
political and legal institutions constraining them” (p. 26). 

 

 

Methods 

 

Examining the concept and theory of “media development” and “development journalism” in 

the professional development of women journalists in Egypt, this study analyzes Women’s 

Voices project undertaken by DWA in Egypt between 2014-2018. Seeking to develop the 

professional and gender sensitive skills of young women journalists, Women’s Voices has taken 

place through a set of intensive professional trainings, leading to the establishment of the Masr 

el Nas website, as a training hub for applying development journalism, and to ascertain the 

sustainability and “media viability” of the project. Deliberately avoiding politics, Masr El Nas, 

which translates as “the people of Egypt,” founded by the young women journalists, has been 

a milieu for stories about significant people, places and traditions/events from all around Egypt. 

Seeking to foster gender equality in Egypt through gender sensitive reporting is key to the 

reporting approach of Masr El Nas.  Media development, development journalism and gender 

sensitivity goals were sought in Women’s Voices project at two levels: (1) personal and 

professional development of the trainees through capacity building journalistic training, (2) 

applied development journalism reflected in their coverage of their local communities on Masr 

El Nas website. To examine the efficacy of each level, the methods applied include (1) in-depth 

interviews with the project managers, trainers and selected trainees on the project details and 

(2) to examine the quality of “development journalism” a thematic content analysis of the Masr 

el Nas website identifies if the themes covered addressed and served the goals of gender 

sensitivity, development journalism and “media development” at large. 
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The in-depth interviews with the trainees have taken place predominantly by telephone or 

through social media communication, using text and voice messages. A few audio-recorded 

interviews have taken place in person. The interviews have primarily addressed the following 

research questions, based on the project’s goals, identified in next section.  

 

 RQ1: Capacity Building and Professional Development 

 How has the capacity building/professional development training affected your views, 

 role, skills and professional performance?  

 

 RQ2: Supporting Development in Local Communities, Women in Particular 

 In what way, if any, do you support or help development in your local community,  

 especially women?  

 

 RQ3: Whether Mas El Nas is Reflecting or Fostering Development, Supporting Local  

 Women 

 Whether or not has the Masr El Nas website been positively reflecting or fostering 

 micro-level development and supporting women in local communities? 

 

 

Case Study: Women’s Voices Project   

 

Phase one: Women’s Voices 

 

Phase one of Women’s Voices started in 2014 with the purpose of raising the awareness of 

experienced mid-career women journalists regarding gender and sexuality, focusing on 

interpersonal skills and capacity building, says Osama Asfour (2019, personal interview), 

trainer and coordinator with DWA. “The project was planned to counter the lack of gender 

balance in journalism positions in Egypt,” says Asfour. “The idea of Women’s Voices is to 

make more voices for women in the media—by empowering women and developing their 

interpersonal skills so that they can hold senior positions—that is to make voices for women 

who have no voice!” he added.  

The first phase focused on raising the awareness experienced women journalists about gender 

and boosting their interpersonal skills. It included what it means “to be a woman” in Egypt, the 

meaning of gender, women’s media representation and hidden media messages about gender 

stereotypes. “It was clear that most women attending the workshop had never talked openly 

about gender barriers, lower wages than their male counterparts and sexual harassment at the 

workplace. Participants were also looking for ways to build their self-esteem,” indicated a 

Deutsche Welle report (Egypt: Networking Women Journalists, 2014).  

     Participants were trained on using their body language and voice in interviews, 

raising their awareness of their competencies.  At the end, they had to identify their next 

professional goals and how they are going to achieve them. To ensure sustainability, the best 

trainees were selected to take a Training of Trainers (TOT), so that they would be ready to pass 

this experience to fellow journalists. This was followed by a Coaching Training, where a group 

of journalists were chosen to get trained by the TOT trainees to apply what they learned while 

getting on-the-spot feedback from DW trainers, says Asfour (2019, personal interview).  

 

 Outcomes of phase one  

      

Outcomes of phase one included founding of the Egyptian Women’s Media Union (EWMU), at 

the closing conference of 2014, and selecting the best TOT trainee in 2014, Soha Tarek, to 
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become DW’s main trainer in Egypt, as well as Trainers’ Supervisor and Chief Editor of Masr 

El Nas, from 2016 to 2018. 

Tarek (2019, personal interview) says she learned in the TOT qualities that benefited her 

in her output throughout the journey with DWA. These include, (1) absorbing reactions and 

dealing with different personalities; (2) organizing the meeting room for a useful and active 

training; (3) designing and planning workshops; (4) time management; (5) the techniques of 

meta-plan (using colored cards); (6) the benefits of using different learning methods; (7) the 

trainer’s body language; (8) the differences between brainstorming and energizing activities; 

(9) solving sudden problems during the trainings; and (10) the importance of following up after 

finishing the training. 

As for the establishment of EWMU, Shahira Amin (2019, personal interview), independent 

journalist and board member, says “it was established to empower and support women 

journalists and provide training to journalists in Egypt since 2015.” Lending legal, moral and 

professional support to media women, especially those in provinces outside Cairo where 

training opportunities are few, EWMU organized hundreds of training workshops in Suez and 

the Delta and Upper Egypt for young professionals - women and men - covering ethics, writing 

skills, conducting TV interviews, editing, and investigative reporting. In addition, in 2016, the 

EWMU was awarded Responsible Leaders’ Award by the BMW Foundation, partnered with 

regional and international organizations, such as the Friedrich Ebert foundation, UNFPA and 

Tha'era network, says Amin (2019, personal interview).  

During the Friedrich Ebert partnership and sponsorship, the EWMU provided training 

workshops covering more than fifteen provinces, and its board member were trained on 

sustainability and proposals’ writing. Sponsored by Friedrich Ebert, the EWMU launched their 

own website to give visibility to the investigative works written and produced by their trainees. 

“The stories were also published by various media outlets and included award winning pieces 

on women’s right of to their inheritance and a report on gender violence,” says Amin. 

Afterwards the EWMU partnered with UNFPA for a series of training workshops on family 

planning, reproductive health rights and FGM. “EMWU has been commissioned by UNFPA to 

organize a new series of workshops in Luxor and Cairo for journalists, covering family planning 

and birth control,” adds Amin. Finally, EMWU has partnered with Tha'era, a regional network 

of women from social democratic parties in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco and Tunisia to 

conduct advocacy trainings for members of the parties (Amin, 2019, personal interview).  

 

Phase Two: More Women’s Voices 

 

Phase two of the project, More Women’s Voices, running 2015-2018, avoided some of the 

obstacles encountered in phase one, as some of the trainees, from governorates outside Cairo, 

apologized for reasons related to male superiors, fathers or husbands, who discovered they 

would spend a week away. More Women’s Voices, says Asfour (2019, personal interview), 

sought to train women journalists around Egypt in their own locales: Aswan, Asyut, Alexandria 

and Port Said.  

To widen the scope of training chances, trainees were selected from each of these four 

cities and also from relatively smaller surrounding cities. For example, trainees from 

Alexandria were selected from Alexandria and Beheira as well, trainees from Assiut were 

selected from Assiut, Sohag and New Valley, since they are closeby cities. The trainees were a 

mix of 3rd and 4th years of Mass Communication students and fresh graduates. “The initial 

purpose of More Women’s Voices was to inhibit gender culture and develop personal capacity 

at an early age,” says Asfour, “so that young women journalists can be ready for the job 

market.” In addition, the training focused on brainstorming an idea of a digital media project. 
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“The purpose was to create an online platform for them where they can work from their own 

cities,” says Asfour (2019, personal interview). 

Upon finishing the capacity building training in four governorates, top performing students 

from each workshop attended a bootcamp in Cairo, “to validate a digital media idea and have 

a concept and specifications developed,” says Asfour. The bootcamp included intense 

workshops on conducting needs assessment, business modelling, project management and 

marketing, and how to structure a team, says Asfour (2019, personal interview). By the end of 

the bootcamp, they developed a digital platform idea, Masr El Nas website, and designed its 

specifications under the supervision and guidance of experts in media, project management, 

and entrepreneurship (Asfour, 2019, personal interview).  

 

 Major Outcome of Phase Two: Masr El Nas Website 

 

Launched at the end of 2016, the Masr El Nas is the brainchild of More Women’s Voices 

trainees. “Taking ownership of the website is the main reason why journalists reported stories 

in a volunteer basis for three years,” says Soha Tarek (2019, personal interview), the main DWA 

trainer in Egypt, and Supervisor and Chief Editor of Masr El Nas. While Ms. Tarek herself is 

a byproduct of phase one, she became a major catalyst for change in phase two, guiding and 

inspiring students throughout the journey. “During the run-up to the launch of Masr El Nas 

website, extensive journalistic training was taking place during 2016 to produce a large variety 

of stories, enough to launch a website,” says Tarek. “A blog carrying the same name was 

initially formed to encourage the trainees to report stories and see them published online and 

to share them among their communities.” The stories published in the blog were republished 

later in the website, says Tarek. 

The editorial policy of Masr El Nas (2016) stated that Masr El Nas is a non-profit website, 

depending solely on the voluntary work of its contributors. The main body of contributors 

consists of women journalists from different parts of Egypt, aiming to enhance the role of 

women journalists in Egypt, and giving them the opportunity to publish stories representing 

their unique locale. The journalistic material published in Masr El Nas is characterized by its 

“story telling” nature, emphasizing Egyptian society and its concerns, with its different social 

and age strata, to enhance the value of local journalism (Masr El Nas Editorial Policy, 2016). 

Deliberately skipping politics, the website is divided into three sections: (1) “Woshoush” 

or Faces: profiles of local and influential people; (2) “Hekayat” or Stories: features about 

traditions, practices, achievements of local Egyptians, and (3) “Foshetna” or Our Outing: 

featuring pictures and stories about historical or significant places in the different governorates, 

not usually placed under media spotlight. “This section aims to enhance tourism in under-

discovered spots,” says Tarek. In 2018, a new feature, mobile video, was introduced to the 

website, showing stories covered by mobile phones, after a mobile journalism (MoJo) 

workshop had taken place, she adds. 

To run this website during 2017-2018, trainees were offered various training types: 

journalistic, management and technical. The last phase of training also included financial 

“Media Viability”—how to find a sponsor for the website, after DWA informed participants 

that the project had ended, and they will stop funding the website. In Media Viability, trainees 

learned to search online for funding organizations, to write proposals about the project, with 

the help of trainers, says Asfour. Establishing and funding of the website for two years was a 

serious attempt at realizing media sustainability, yet financial viability was a distant goal due 

to the current political circumstances, says Antje Bauer, the project manager. 

Sustainability, argues Asfour, was partly realized through the amount of development 

achieved by the trainees, not only through the training they had, but also their lives have 

completely changed. “They cannot accept anymore any compromise on their personal or 
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professional freedom. Some of them are now working in mainstream media and advancing in 

their jobs,” says Asfour. As explains, Basma Rashad, one of the participants from Aswan, “It 
is inacceptable now that I work under limits on my freedom of expression and professionalism 

anymore, after the quality of journalism I experienced in Mas El Nas.”  

 

Research Findings:  

 

RQ1: Capacity Building and Professional Development 

 

 Concerning how has the capacity building training affected their views, role, skills and 

professional performance, all respondents concurred that their vision in life, for themselves and 

their surrounding has immensely shifted to a more liberal open-minded approach. According 

to Samar Mohamed (2019), PR Officer at Change Academy, “My first lesson with DWA was 

that I should always try to reach my goals regardless of societal or gender obstacles because I 

am a girl from upper Egypt. I learned that I could do what I want if I just try. 

Hanan Fawzy, another DWA trainee, says she now adheres to a more liberal approach in 

life. “I deserted a lot of my traditional ideas, and I now think that everyone has the right to do 

what they want,” she says. “I became more open to life and more self-confident and self-

assured. I learned to accept my own mistakes and learn from them.” At the professional level, 

Fawzy says,  

 

I became more daring to go through experiences, which requires a lot of wisdom and 

patience. Knowing my rights and responsibilities, when I found myself less appreciated 

and unable to work freely, I did not hesitate to quit a job so that I keep my self-respect 

and self-appreciation in everything that I do, and I don’t regret it. 

 

Ivonne Medhat, journalist from Port Said, who became a journalist at Al Shorouk newspaper 

concurs, “I owe DWA all the professional skills and entire journalistic cult that I apply now in 

my work at Al-Shorouk newspaper, a job that I earned thanks to DWA training.” The technical 

skills she acquired most significantly include, she says, how to manage a website and upload 

material gave her a unique caliber at work. Managerial wise, Medhat says, “I learned to manage 

differences and the different opinions among the group members, and how to make my team 

less stressed,” adding, “I learned from Soha so many things, at the professional and personal 

levels.” 

Another DWA trainee, Rashad, says she benefited from “the multiplicity of personal and 

professional skills acquired through this project, beyond journalistic skills, such as business 

management: “finding our own project, certainly boosted my capabilities.” At the personal 

level, she says, “travelling on my own gave me a personal space. This was a milestone for me 

to realize. Now if there is training or work, I can easily travel in my own.” Another trainee, 

Dina El-Naggar, a journalist at Al Masry Al Youm in Alexandria, says her caliber make her 

special at work. “I am now asked to do special reports that none of my colleagues at work can 

do,” adding, “Now, knowing I was trained with DWA, I am assigned to make features using 

videography.” Applying a gender sensitive approach, El-Naggar says, “In the content of 

features, I choose a creative angle that supports women, directly or indirectly. 

Trainees have also learned to be more persistent and resilient. Lamia Mohamed, another 

DWA trainee, says “I am now more determined to achieve my goals.” She explains, “I became 

able to face problems, to see the situations different angles, and treat them in a more logical 

way before taking decisions.” She adds, “I also acquired “persuasion” skills, to get my rights, 

and complain about the traditions and norms preventing me from getting my rights.”  
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RQ2: Supporting Development in Local Communities, Women in Particular 

 

As for benefiting local communities, especially women and women journalists in their 

areas, (RQ2), Fawzy says, “my self-confidence made me more trustworthy for my workmates. 

They trust my judgment about the different professional and personal situations they face.” El-

Naggar has created an online network of co-corkers, mostly women, where she shares the 

technical skills, she learned with DWA. Likewise, Lamia Mohamed, another DWA trainee, 

asserts she now has the power to help others whenever possible. 

 Likewise, Samar Bahnasawy says,  

 

I support my female colleagues to become more positive and effective and ask for their 

rights even if they are small rights. I learned in the training to be able to find for myself 

and other women good job opportunities without having to go to Cairo. The trainings 

encouraged me to seek my dreams. I had a dream of studying Business Administration, 

and now I earned a scholarship from the Communication Ministry to study MBA.”   

 

As for empowering other women, Lamia Mohamed, coincides, “I advise my friends on how to 

live their life without fear of facing people and defending their rights.” Mohamed adds that she 

helps her friends “who still cannot find their way to find it and help them find their skills and 

develop them.” 

Dina Mahmoud, producer at Sout Masr channel from Aswan, says “I support every girl 

who faces the same societal difficulties I faced for being a girl from upper Egypt, passing on 

my experience and how I overcame those difficulties.” Mahmoud established a project in 

Aswan called Genderist, for women journalists to write about indigenous women in upper 

Egypt, and the different types of gendered suffering they face, such as the use of violence 

against them, discrimination, bullying, female circumcision, sexual harassment, marital rape 

and marriage of minors. She says, “Now I support many girls who need a lot of support to know 

their rights and insist on getting them.” 

In addition, Medhat says she passes on her knowledge to her colleagues at work, whether 

they are newly hired or just trainees. “It makes me happy that I know something, and I can pass 

it to other colleagues and benefit them.” Being a good image for Masr El Nas, Medhat says, 

“My boss asks me to get colleagues from Masr El Nas to work in Al Shorouk. Knowing our 

work, he trusts we are well educated and can provide good quality journalism.”  

 

RQ3: Whether Mas El Nas is Reflecting or Fostering Development, Supporting Local 

Women 

 

 As for the role of Masr El Nas in women’s development and societal development at large 

(RQ3), according to Hanan Fawzy,  

 

Masr El Nas was a breath of fresh air for local working women, women journalists or 

local culture that nobody has ever heard of. Many women came under the spotlight 

through Masr El Nas, whether women with business startups, women with problems, 

or women who wished for their voices to be heard.  

 

Societal development, says Bahnasawy, journalist from Assiut, “happened exclusively to 

women journalists who were received DWA training.” Lamia Mohamed agrees “we always 

shed light on issues related to upper Egypt, a blind spot for the mainstream media.” She adds, 
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The most viewed and read topics are the ones from upper Egypt because they are very 

scarce, and the mainstream media always focus on Cairo, not paying attention to issues 

related to upper Egypt nor humanitarian issues in general.  

 

According to El Naggar, “I always think of women when I think of a story to write about. I 

think and reconsider the angle of my story to make it positive, promoting development at 

grassroots level.” Hoda Magdy, a journalist from Port Said, concurs, “In Masr El Nas we like 

to focus on the success stories of local women despite the hard circumstances that they face, 

especially in upper Egypt.” She adds, “our goal as a community media was to reach out to 

places and people far away from the media and break the elite-oriented centralization of media 

in Egypt.” 

Stories of local people have inspired other local people. Rashad asserts, “people follow the 

development stories about other people in the same areas and use it as an inspiration to become 

developed themselves, by taking a similar path or starting a similar project.” She adds, “People 

also trust and consume from the local projects that we write about in Masr El Nas.”  

 

 

Thematic content analysis of the Masr El Nas website  

 

The thematic content analysis of the Masr El 

Nas website during 2017-2018 demonstrates 

that the overall goals of the project were 

predominantly met. This feeds to some extent 

into the journalism development goals. 

Avoiding politics, the 213 stories published on 

Masr El Nas are thematically divided into three 

section as follows: Hekayat or stories of local 

people (features), 96 stories (45.07%); 

Woshoush or faces, profiles of local people, 75 

stories (35.21%); and Foshetna or our vacation 

about special places and outings, 42 stories 

(19.71%) (see Chart 1). According to a report 

by Soha Tarek, the Chief Editor, almost 65% 

of all stories took gender balance into account, 

or exclusively covered women’s issues. 

The themes addressed in the features and profiles sections were predominantly about local 

people, especially women, who have special achievements or established a local project using 

a simple idea. “People used to wait for the stories about them to get published. Then, they start 

showing them to other people proudly. They started to feel they are doing something 

meaningful and worthwhile, and they became an inspiration for others too,” says Ahlam Al-
Mansy, an independent journalist. Mohamed adds, “Women in rural areas have lots and lots of 

stories to tell. They just need to be heard. They deserve that their voice reaches out to the 

world.” 
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A detailed analysis of the themes addressed on the Masr El Nas website (Chart 2) shows 

that women’s issues represented the largest number of stories covered by Masr El Nas (36.6%). 

These are followed by stories about local culture, 

tackling norms, customs, traditions, and art (29.1%), 

which indicates the importance given to the unique 

aspects of the local culture. Following are the stories 

about locally established projects, male focused, 

representing 15% of all stories in Masr El Nas, which 

shows attention to both fostering development and 

realizing gender balance. Finally, food (9.85%) and 

history (9.38%) stories reflected special facets of 

Egypt’s culture and history, rarely covered in 
conventional media. 

Stories about local women of Egypt (36.6%), 

shown in Chart 2, were thematically analyzed to 

explore the aspects of women’s issues covered in Masr 

El Nas. This analysis (see Chart 3) has shown women-

related stories are predominantly about women in 

business who have established local projects, representing 39.7% of stories tackling women 

issues. This is followed by stories related to women in culture or art (24.3%), usually about 

women performing local traditions on different occasions or women using their talent in 

drawing or music to foster development. Then, comes the stories about women in general 

(23.07%), which include profiles with successful women or editorials by women or men, about 

women who influenced their lives, published in special women occasions. Stories about 

women’s rights (8.97%) were remarkably fewer despite its women empowerment goals, and 

women in sports (3.8%) made up the lowest percentage, since the website was more focused 

on business and development issues related to women. 

According to Tarek, in 2018 the website 

launched two campaigns under the Hashtag 

#Tell_her_story. The first was in March 2018 in 

conjunction with three occasions: International 

Women’s Day – March 8; Egyptian Women’s Day – 

March 16; and Mothers’ Day – March 21. The 

second campaign was on October 15th in conjunction 

with the International Day of Rural Women. 

“The first campaign was remarkably successful 

as per audience interaction in social media 

comments, as well as the posts’ reach in social 
media. Some articles were published in 

mainstream media outlets about Masr El Nas and 

its campaign,” says Tarek.  The total number of 

published articles in this campaign include 19 

articles and three interactive videos on social 

media, she adds. 

Geographical diversity, or the goal of getting 

women journalists from all around Egypt to 

report from their own local cities and about their 

local communities is meanwhile realized in the 

geographical distribution of stories, shown in 

Chart 4. Although the largest percentage of 
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stories (37.08%) are not location-based, representing historical profiles, or features on special 

norms or customs, yet Upper Egypt—a blind spot for mainstream media—represented the 

largest producing area for Masr El Nas stories. Stories from Upper Egypt (35.2%) came from 

five major cities: Aswan, Asyut, New Valley, Luxor and Qena. This indicates the website 

focused on the areas marginalized and less represented in mainstream media. The stories from 

Cairo (12.6%) were reported while students were attending training on various journalistic 

skills, says Tarek.   

 

Discussion and Conclusion:  

 

Despite being a unique case study, reaching to a great extent most of the “project’s goals,” 
Women’s Voices as a media development project cannot yield powerful development in a stiff 

media environment. Media development necessitates a minimal level of democracy and 

freedom of expression, as well as persistence and involvement of all stakeholders (Wilson & 

Bama, 2007). As a result, Women’s Voices could not aim to sustain a “healthy media sector” 
since this necessitates a free, professional and independent media, reaching out for most people 

(Susman-Pena, 2012). 

While the Women’s Voices project does not precisely reflect the goals of development 

communication—not focusing on state-level development—journalism development is more 

represented in the Masr El Nas website, serving ordinary people and reporting only about self-

development at the grassroots level and motivating and engaging people (Banda, 2006; 

Wimmer and Wolf, 2005). Journalists have reported on the people as subjects and actors, 

considering “ecological balance” (Gunaratne and Hasim, 1996), as the content analysis shows. 

Established to realize sustainability, or Media Viability, Masr El Nas only achieved the 

practical facet of media viability related to producing high quality content. Despite training on 

proposal writing and fundraising, once DWA funding ceased to exist, it was impossible for the 

trainees to find an alternative who would fund a media outlet amongst the new laws 

strangulating independent media operations, international partnerships and freedom, and 

especially in relation to receiving funds (Muslim, 2019).  

Leaving out politics, however, Women’s Voices, did not train journalists on providing a 

critical evaluation of the government development programs and their impact on the people, 

nor on enhancing the media’s watchdog function (Ismail, 2013). While this was not the 

project’s goal, it is yet a needed skill since most journalists in Egypt lack the norm of serving 

as a watchdog or a catalyst for change (Iskandar, 2007). The project focused more on 

developing the professional journalistic and interpersonal skills of young women journalists to 

empower them in society and enable them to find a good job. These are also the goals of 

development journalism, especially in the absence of proper media education yielding skilled 

journalists, the scarcity of training due to new laws, and the lack of a suitable media 

environment. Becker (2003) asserts journalists need to learn the basics and be ready to choose 

what to report on and how and when this is possible.  

Paradoxically, many of them now refute compromising their freedom and professionalism 

and seek jobs in different fields due to the sturdy media environment. One of the trainees, 

Fawzy, resigned from a journalism job to keep her self-respect and professional ethics. Others, 

now working in mainstream newspapers, struggle to incorporate gender sensitivity in their 

reporting and use innovative reporting techniques, such as videography. The journalists’ 
professional performance in the media outlets where they work indicates at least a level of 

‘media viability’ has been achieved. Using advanced ICT techniques is a development 

milestone that Women’s Voices has reached, overcoming the “gender-divide” in technology 
plaguing most women in developing countries (Mandour, 2009), despite facing “double 
jeopardy” (Sakr, 2002) and bearing with the lack of gender equality legislations.   
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“Enabling and empowering women” in terms of “knowledge building,” providing a “wider 
range of voices and initiatives,” and inspiring women to establish “far reaching relationships 
and alliances” (Muslim, 2019) through technology is also proven in Women’s Voices. In phase 

one, the EWMU was established to empower and provide professional training and support for 

women journalists across Egypt. EWMU also partnered with the Friedrich Ebert foundation, 

UNFPA and the Tha'era network—a regional network of women activists establishing far 

reaching relationships. Since phase two, participants still seek funding from foreign 

organizations, addressing them with professional proposals, while six of them are figuring out 

the legal requirements to keep Masr El Nas online, declared Rashad (2019, personal interview).  

Masr el Nas has served as an indirect advertisement tool for women with small projects. 

This shows development journalism through Masr El Nas has motivated the audience to 

actively cooperate in development; and defended their interests, most notably, women. In phase 

two, the target of developing the skills of women journalists from rural areas has been realized, 

earning them the capacity and eagerness to develop their communities, and their proven 

awareness and application of gender sensitivity. The thematic analysis of Masr El Nas reveals 

a serious attempt at realizing gender balance in the stories covered, with 65% of the stories 

taking gender balance into consideration, as indicated by Soha Tarek’s report. 
The overall roles of development communication were realized. The transforming role was 

reflected in the liberal views that women journalists acquired and started applying in dealing 

with their local communities, their ability to persuade others of the importance of their work, 

and in pursuing a higher quality of life. This is in addition to the higher journalistic ideals that 

apply in Masr El Nas and other media outlets. This was proven through the interviews and the 

fact that many of the participants are achieving their potential in life, whether in their careers 

or in social development, such as with the Genderist project by Dina Mahmoud. The socializing 

role is reflected in the stories about local tradition, norms, and peculiar places around the 

different governorates of Egypt. Innovation is reflected in the innovative ideas through which 

they write their stories, and the skills and technologies they mastered, such as uploading 

material to the website, editing for the online reader, and using mobile journalism and 

videography in reporting. 
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Abstract: Two quasi-experiments were conducted to test the effects of the camcorder symbol, 

a “peripheral cue” attached to headlines with either low or high utility, and the role of verbal 
and visual cognitive style in the process of headlines selection. 

Three experimental groups were exposed to online headlines with camcorder symbol of a 

created portal and the control group to headlines without the camcorder (N = 250). 

In both experiments students who preferred visual information processing chose more 

headlines with the camcorder. However, those with high scores on the verbal scale chose fewer 

headlines without the camcorder. In addition, those with high scores on both verbal and visual 

scales selected more and more headlines with low utility, avoiding those with the camcorder. 

In the second experiment (N = 160) in experimental group respondents’ dominant cognitive 

style was primed with a camcorder. Primed respondents with dominant visual cognitive style 

chose more headlines with the camcorder than respondents in the control group. Priming 

decreased the selection of headlines with the camcorder among respondents high on both scales, 

and average scores on verbal scale and low on visual scale, confirmed by eye-tracker. 
 

Keywords: selective exposure, Dual Coding Theory, Informational Utility Model, Elaboration 
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Introduction 

 

Today’s wide-choice and fragmented media environment has become saturated with images 

which serve as eye-catching cues for content selection (Zillmann, Knobloch, & Yu, 2001).  Up 

to now, however, most research has focused on news selection based on textual cues, neglecting 

the proliferating role of visuals (Fahmy, Bock, &Wanta, 2014; Powell, van der Meer, & Peralta, 

2019). By testing three theoretical models – the Elaboration Likelihood Model, the Dual 

Coding Theory and the Information Utility Model –, the purpose of the current study is to take 

into consideration both cues in question. With this aim it uses headlines, with camcorder 

symbols attached to them in order to detect the factors and their inter-relationship that play a 

role in selective exposure. An ecologically valid news setting helped the research design to be 

accomplished: although news providers are aware of the power of imagery, and their intention 

is to enhance all news items with video made on the spot, it frequently happens that the 

camcorder symbol, suggesting the availability of a video footage, appears next to news with 

low utility or subjective importance. 

 

 

Selective Exposure 

 

The present study draws on the conceptualization of selective exposure defined by Knobloch-

Westerwick (2015). She partly bases her definition on the work of Sears and Freedman, 

considering selective exposure to be “any systematic bias in audience composition” (1967, p. 
195), and completes it with the following refinement: “(…) as well as any systematic bias in 
selected messages that diverges from the composition of accessible message.” (Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015, p. 6).  

Based on selective exposure paradigm formulated by Knobloch-Westerwick (2015), the 

current research aims to uncover some of the factors responsible for the biases, patterns in 

selected messages. The paradigm in question “draws on various theoretical approaches to 

predict selective exposure patterns and processes”, instead of searching for causes and biases 
in the observed behavior (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015, p. 6, see more about paradigm in book).  

From this perspective the purpose of the present paper is to uncover the role of three 

theories in channeling selective exposure by measuring the number of selected headlines and 

using eye-tracking. The three theories in point are: Information Utility Model, Dual Coding 

Theory and Elaboration Likelihood Model. 

 

 

Perceived information utility effect on selective exposure 

 

One of the most detailed theoretical concepts of utility regarding the selection of mass media 

messages was described by Atkin (1973), stating that information can help individuals to adapt 

to and cope with environment. In this meaning, individuals may perceive that a message can 

be considered to carry utility and offers practical application to problem-solving needs (Johnson 

& Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). In order to develop more specific predictions of selective 

exposure to information, Knobloch-Westerwick and colleagues developed a more precise 

model of utility, the Informational Utility Model (IUM) (Knobloch, Dillman Carpentier & 

Zillmann, 2003; Knobloch, Zillmann, Gibson & Karrh, 2002; Knobloch-Westerwick, Dillman 

Carpentier, Blumhoff & Nickel, 2005). 

This current research is partly based on this model, which makes use of an individualized 

perspective of informational utility, referring only to a single person’s utility at a given moment. 
The conceptualization of its four dimensions – magnitude, likelihood, immediacy and efficacy 
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– permits measuring not only perceived threats but also the opportunities carried by the 

messages (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015). 

The impact of informational utility on selective exposure has been demonstrated by 

empirical research (Dillman Carpantier, 2008; Dillman Carpantier, Blumhoff, & Nickel, 2005; 

Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017) summarized by Johnson and Knobloch-Westerwick 

by showing up the role of first three utility dimensions in forming selective exposure patterns 

in the following way: 
 

“When the content of a message conveys increased importance of the topic (magnitude), 
increased probability of the topic affecting the message recipient (likelihood), or increased 

temporal presence of the topic (immediacy), there should be greater selective exposure to the 

message due to these intensity dimensions of informational utility.” (Johnson &Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2017, p. 334) 

 

The fourth dimension, namely the perceived efficacy was added later to the model (Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015). A message expressing an increased efficacy – similar to the above-

mentioned increased utility intensity – also attracts more clicks and gives individuals the 

sensation that he or she is able to prevent, handle threats or utilize opportunities. 

Taking into consideration the additive effects of the first three utility dimensions (Johnson 

& Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017), the impact of high efficacy carrying messages on content 

selection, as well as the empirical research evidence enumerated above, the first hypothesis was 

formulated as follows: 

 

Hypothesis 1 (H1).  The higher the perceived utility of the events suggested by news, the more 

frequently headlines are selected. Irrespective of the presence or absence of a camcorder 

symbol, the subjects in the three research groups, and in the control group, will select more 

headlines with high utility than headlines with low utility. 

 

 

Imagery, vividness and vigilance in news research 

 

Although there are approaches that also take into account positive stimuli (e.g., Wentura, 

Rothermund & Bak, 2000), generally negative stimuli, such as danger and threats, attain more 

attention (Pratto & John, 1991). This view has also been discussed within communication 

research first focused on news media by Shoemaker (1996), who connected the notion of 

vividness with news, especially with bad news. Consistent with the assumption of importance 

of negative stimuli, some investigations – directly linked to the current research – have made 

use of news illustrations. Zillmann, Gibson and Sargent (1999), for example, examined the 

effects of photographs in news-magazines showing that, regardless of whether the photos 

attached contained violence or not, consumers spent more time reading the texts that had 

photographs attached. However, text articles with photographs depicting threats and 

victimization increased to a greater extent reported reading (Zillmann, Knobloch & Yu, 2001; 

Knobloch, Hastall, Zillmann & Callison, 2003; Sargent, 2007); the effect of thumbnail images 

on headline selectionwas moderated by mentioning cancer or other illnesses (Kim, 2016). 

Layout effects were also revealed by Graber (1988), who found that formal importance cues 

such as larger headlines and photo illustrations promoted selective reading (Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015). 

These results – based on the theories linked to vividness and vigilance – could explain 

especially the bigger effect of negative stimuli, e.g. threatening photographs or negative news 

on selective exposure in comparison with positive stimuli effect. However, they cannot 

satisfactorily describe selective exposure, because they are based on a simpler conceptualizing 
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and operationalizing of the reaction against negative and positive stimuli – in comparison to 

IUM. For the sake of exemplification, consider only one dimension of the more complex 

conceptualization of the utility dimensions like the above-mentioned efficacy dimension: it 

refers to individual’s own capacity perception of preventing, handling a threat or utilizing an 

opportunity at a given moment. 

 

 

Paivio and Harshman’ Dual Coding Theory (DCT) 
 

“One of the most influential theories concerning differences in the processing of pictures and 
words is the dual- coding theory” – state Amit, Gottlieb and Greene (2014, p. 344). Paivio and 

Harshmans’ dual-coding theory (1983), however, focuses not only on processing/memorizing 

verbal and visual information, but also on acquiring information (Blazhenkova & 

Kozhevnikov, 2009). DCT consider that cognition implicates the activity of verbal system 

responsible for dealing directly with language and of nonverbal/imagery systems important for 

working with nonlinguistic objects and events (Clark & Paivio, 1991). Information collected 

are dual encoded, e.g. both in verbal and imagery systems. DCT assumes at the same time that 

many situations and tasks can be conceptualized verbally or nonverbally, i.e. visually, and there 

are people who prefer either verbal or visual information processing, although human thinking 

is a continuous interplay between these two (Paivio & Harshman, 1983). Their preference for 

one of two information processing styles is called cognitive style and it is different from 

cognitive ability. So it may happen that someone is a habitual visualizer without efficiently 

solving a cognitive task based on theimaginary, and conversley, a verbalizer may not be good 

at resolving a linguistic task (Révész, Bernáth and Séra, 1995). According to Koć-Januchta et 

al. (2019, p. 1), research „results confirm neurophysiological differences between people with 
different cognitive styles” (e.g. Jawed, Amin, Malik, & Faye, 2018; Kraemer, Hamilton, 

Messing, DeSantis, & Thompson-Schill, 2014).This fact has been proved by several eye-

tracking investigations, showing up differences in eye-movement patterns between people 

characterized by diverse cognitive style (e.g. Koć-Januchta et al., 2017; Höffler, Koć-Januchta, 

& Leutner, 2017). 

The present research focuses, on the one hand, on Childers et al. (1985) statement: in the 

orientation of everyday life, verbal and visual information processing style plays a role in which 

of them is preferred. On the other hand, it mainly focuses on the role cognitive style plays in 

information and news selection, and is mainly based on Plass, Chun, Mayer, and Leutners’ 
(1998) empirical research results. In order to analyze the students’ information-selection 

behavior they made use of the VV-BOS (Visualizer/Verbalizer Choice Behavior Observation 

Scale) developed by Leutner and Plass (1998). Plass, Chun, Mayer and Leutner (1998) found 

that students with visual cognitive style searched mainly for visual annotations, whereas those 

with verbal cognitive style learned from verbal annotations. Last but not least, we take into 

account the findings of Koć-Januchta et al.’ (2017, p. 170), namely that “vizualizers spent more 

time inspecting pictures than verbalizers, while verbalizers spent more time inspecting texts” 

Based on these findings two of the hypothesis of first quasi-experiment of the current paper 

were formulated as follows: 

 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Respondents who prefer visual information processing would choose more 

headlines with the camcorder symbol attached. 

 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Respondents who prefer verbal information processing would choose more 

headlines without the camcorder symbol attached. 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Marta_Koc-Januchta?_sg%5B0%5D=TYFObtxE2huOPqgMgsZPwdcLaW2Ze4hkcppkQ_cQoxneq-VOUPkXa9Itd_BHVsDssOE7B6Y.AUHkCFnwgnvW5aLz_jlfWIokCJhuUiwFCzzulW1UeHExktjATuwjWShrCkh3wsKXGj6wGRUW_L3mibSB_jPXAQ&_sg%5B1%5D=6SyD0YhCvDdO6IBMQz31KpqIHbjW7FhzZOG5S4ad0uiF4vc4NaB_ASXVeUJsO65mINHIgTnz3XH-Lpr6.jCTBqk50wJlAoDeOIEWsRX0jOQHVkFks6dDWjwCeMFXR5UnQyrX5XIyI8zgBDI-C8HLEIz8MDWuEy6QdYlpV_g
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Marta_Koc-Januchta?_sg%5B0%5D=TYFObtxE2huOPqgMgsZPwdcLaW2Ze4hkcppkQ_cQoxneq-VOUPkXa9Itd_BHVsDssOE7B6Y.AUHkCFnwgnvW5aLz_jlfWIokCJhuUiwFCzzulW1UeHExktjATuwjWShrCkh3wsKXGj6wGRUW_L3mibSB_jPXAQ&_sg%5B1%5D=6SyD0YhCvDdO6IBMQz31KpqIHbjW7FhzZOG5S4ad0uiF4vc4NaB_ASXVeUJsO65mINHIgTnz3XH-Lpr6.jCTBqk50wJlAoDeOIEWsRX0jOQHVkFks6dDWjwCeMFXR5UnQyrX5XIyI8zgBDI-C8HLEIz8MDWuEy6QdYlpV_g
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Marta_Koc-Januchta?_sg%5B0%5D=TYFObtxE2huOPqgMgsZPwdcLaW2Ze4hkcppkQ_cQoxneq-VOUPkXa9Itd_BHVsDssOE7B6Y.AUHkCFnwgnvW5aLz_jlfWIokCJhuUiwFCzzulW1UeHExktjATuwjWShrCkh3wsKXGj6wGRUW_L3mibSB_jPXAQ&_sg%5B1%5D=6SyD0YhCvDdO6IBMQz31KpqIHbjW7FhzZOG5S4ad0uiF4vc4NaB_ASXVeUJsO65mINHIgTnz3XH-Lpr6.jCTBqk50wJlAoDeOIEWsRX0jOQHVkFks6dDWjwCeMFXR5UnQyrX5XIyI8zgBDI-C8HLEIz8MDWuEy6QdYlpV_g
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Marta_Koc-Januchta?_sg%5B0%5D=TYFObtxE2huOPqgMgsZPwdcLaW2Ze4hkcppkQ_cQoxneq-VOUPkXa9Itd_BHVsDssOE7B6Y.AUHkCFnwgnvW5aLz_jlfWIokCJhuUiwFCzzulW1UeHExktjATuwjWShrCkh3wsKXGj6wGRUW_L3mibSB_jPXAQ&_sg%5B1%5D=6SyD0YhCvDdO6IBMQz31KpqIHbjW7FhzZOG5S4ad0uiF4vc4NaB_ASXVeUJsO65mINHIgTnz3XH-Lpr6.jCTBqk50wJlAoDeOIEWsRX0jOQHVkFks6dDWjwCeMFXR5UnQyrX5XIyI8zgBDI-C8HLEIz8MDWuEy6QdYlpV_g
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Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) 

 

In this research, the camcorder symbol is considered as a formal cue, anticipating having a 

strong effect on directing the reader’s attention to a certain headline due to its vividness.  

As mentioned in the introduction, news providers cannot enhance all emerging news 

stories with videos, and the camcorder symbol, suggesting the availability of video footage, can 

appear next to news with low utility. Similar to findings in studies of photographs or videos 

included in articles leading to an over-appreciation of their topical importance (Zillmann et al., 

1999; Knobloch, Hastall, Zillmann & Callison, 2003, and for videos Rosenstiel, 2016), we 

attribute the same effect to the camcorder symbol. This presumption corresponds, on the one 

hand, to our hypothesis that the camcorder symbol, when attached to headlines with low or high 

utility, amplifies the subjectively perceived utility of the news content in the eyes of the readers, 

and hence leads to these headlines being more frequently selected.  One the other hand, 

according to our assumption, this is due to the fact that the readers (under the effect of these 

“peripheral cues”, used so often and deliberately in advertising), would choose the so-called 

“peripheral route”. In the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Priester, 1994), the “central 
route” is used when evaluating subjects that are well-known or emotionally close to the subject, 

while the “peripheral route”, requiring less deliberation or attention, is used in the case of less 
interesting, marginal subjects – headlines with low utility (1st experimental group in the current 

research). In the second case, a person is more likely to be influenced by certain contextual 

cues, outside of the central message argument, by creating pleasant (or unpleasant) 

associations. These cues, often referred to as “peripheral cues” (such as color, sound, sex 

appeal, humor, production quality), are nowadays extensively used by the advertisers to trigger 

simple, but pleasurable associations with the advertised product (Sundar & Kim, 2005). 

Photographs and video materials can be considered such cues, as well. However, it is worth 

placing emphasis on the fact that the visual cue (the camcorder symbol) is used in the present 

research as a monosemic graphic with unambiguous and unique meaning pretested before the 

first quasi-eperiment that did not add any new detail in comparison to graphics and photograps 

attached to texts. 

The choice between the two cognitive routes depends on the relevance of the topic. The 

more strongly a person feels about a certain topic, the more motivated they will be to use their 

time, energy and mental capacity to elaborate on that topic. When the motivation is low, the 

less consuming peripheral route is taken (Petty & Priester, 1994). 

Based on the above-mentioned arguments the following hypotheses were formulated: 

 

Hypothesis 4 (H4). In cases where a camcorder symbol is attached to headlines with low utility, 

but not attached to headlines with high utility (group 1), the subjects will select more headlines 

with low utility due to the camcorder (peripheral cue), compared to the same headlines without 

the camcorder symbol (group 4).  

 

Regarding the control group, respondents were presented the same news portal (with the same 

news), but no camcorder symbol. 

 

Hypothesis (H5). Selection of headlines with high utility (group 2) bearing the camcorder 

symbol will be significantly more frequent than for the same category news in the control 

group. 
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In the absence of any theory referring to specific interactions, the effective contributions of the 

high perceived informational utility and camcorder – a peripheral cue in the terminology of 

ELM – were assumed to be cumulative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Present study 

 

Three theoretical models are involved in the present paper with the aim of explaining the effects 

of visual and textual cues onselection of headlines. Two of them refer to the possible role of 

visual cues – the ELM and the DCT – and conceptualize them as imageries that are processed 

differently from the texts. More important to us, however, was that they describe differently in 

detail the two aspects with a role in information processing: message characteristics (ELM) and 

personal traits (DCT). While the latter thinks in terms of memorizing and acquiring 

information, the ELM underlines the capacity of visual cues to trigger attention, which 

determines different paths in persuasion. In order to take the advantages of both models into 

consideration, we involved them at the same time. 

Relative to the possible interplay between textual and visal factors, we also made use of 

IUM. It is suggested by the authors of the paper that the camcorder symbol does not only 

suggest to media users the possibility of visualizing video material linked to the given headline, 

but also a rise of perceived subjective utility of headlinesat a given moment.  

Two quasi-experiments were run. Both of them were based on the same theoretical 

framework described above, but differed in the following aspects from each other: 

 

1. Experimental conditions. Three experimental groups were used in the first research 

design. In the second quasi-experiment – besides the control group – there was only 

one experimental group that, in fact, was the same as in the first quasi-experiment 

third condition. 

2. Priming. In the second experiment we primed the experimental group respondents’ 
dominant cognitive style with the camcorder symbol to show up its increased effect 

in comparison with the first experimental design. 

3. Eye tracking. In order to detect differences in eye-movement patterns between 

people characterized by diverse cognitive style we used an eye-tracker. 

4. Main variables. The main variables involved in the first quasi-experiment were 

selective exposure, utility (IUM), cognitive style (DCT) and the presence or absence 

of the camcorder symbol attached to headlines (ELM). In addition, in the second 

research design, some other variables were involved, namely the presence or 

absence in priming the camcorder, fixation number and first fixation. 

 

 

First quasi-experiment 

 

Methods 

 

Overview 
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The Hungarian-language speaking BA and MA students from a university campus (N = 239; 
gender N = 159 women, N = 80 men; average age = 23.6) read online headlines. 

Our research method utilized a laboratory quasi-experiment with a control group, during 

which we recorded the preference for online headlines according to headlines with high utility 

or low utility content, and on the possibility of viewing video footage indicated by the 

camcorder symbol. 

The first experimental group consisted of 60 students who expressed their opinions 

regarding the preference – for four news items out of four headlines with high utility and four 

headlines with low utility – with clicks that were registered by the software. We should note 

that in this experimental situation we attached the camcorder symbol to four headlines with low 

utility; two of them positive, and two negative. 

In each experimental condition we used two soft news items: two headlines with almost 

no utility for students as distractors.  

The subjects of the second experimental group (N = 59) had as material-stimuli 10 news 

items, however, in their case the camcorder symbol was attached to four headlines with high 

utility, two of them positive, and two negative. 

The third experimental group (N = 59) were also presented with 10 headlines. In this 

condition camcorder symbols were attached to headlines as follows: one to a negative headline 

with high utility, one to a positive headline also with high utility, one symbol to a negative 

headline with low utility and, finally, to a positive one with low utility. 

The composition of the fourth condition, used as a control group, was identical to the two 

groups presented above (N = 61). The respondents, after receiving the same instructions were 

required to choose from the set of four headlines with high and four headlines with low utility, 

presented in the same order but in this control situation, the camcorder symbol was not attached 

to any of the headlines.  

 

Pretest 
 

We based the conceptualization of the utility of the headlines on the four criteria from the 

Informational Utility Model (IUM): perceived magnitude, likelihood, immediacy and efficacy 

of threats or opportunities.  

For instance, a positive news item with high perceived individual utility was entitled: 

“Increasing the chances for recently graduated students in the labour market over the next six 
months, in Harghita county – foreign-language competence/knowledge could be an 

advantage.” (’county X’ being the county in which the respondents’ university is located). The 
“increasing chance” referred to the high magnitude of the forthcoming event, and the high 

likelihood of it directly affecting students in the immediate future (“over the next six months”) 
– the highly perceived immediacy of the event. The part of the title stating: “foreign-language 

competence/knowledge could be an advantage” indicated the high efficacy – the students’ 
opportunity to control or influence their current circumstances with only an average foreign-

language knowledge or grade.  

The real headlines, collected during September 2015, were pretested on two groups of 20 

respondents (N = 40) from a nearby town. As described above, in order to answer the 

requirements of the four above mentioned utility dimensions, manipulated versions of the 

headlines were created. Additionally, some of the names and places were changed. Recipients 

were required to read all of the 12 headlines and mark/estimate voluntarily and anonymously 

on a 7-point Likert scale (with answers ranging between very likely and not at all likely) how 

likely it would be that they would read each of them if they appeared on a news portal. Based 

on the mean and standard deviation, we ranked the level of utility of headlines (high vs. low), 

and chose those eight which were included in the quasi-experiment, along with the two 
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headlines that served to veil the research interest and remained constant across experimental 

versions. 

Since the literature review has not revealed exactly what the camcorder symbol generally 

indicates to news readers, we could not be sure of how it was perceived, i.e. whether they 

recognized it as a symbol that suggested the visualization of video material. However, from our 

pretest of the news we were able to reveal what they thought of it: everyone involved in the 

pretest stated that they recognized the symbol and that it represented the possibility of watching 

news coverage. 

 

Experimental Procedure 

 

The experiment took place in the university hall, with the participation of four groups of 

students during October 2015. We placed six tables in the hall, far apart from each other. On 

one of them, we put an ACER Z5WAH notebook and the certificates of voluntary participation; 

on the other three, we placed the questionnaires.  

We asked students to participate voluntarily and anonymously in a study, the goal of which 

was to test a forthcoming news portal being created especially for students in an offline 

environment. They then received the following instruction: “On behalf of Transindex.ro we are 
testing a forthcoming news portal – YouthIndex.ro – dedicated to students. Please read the 

headlines in the news feed in a leisurely fashion, and click on the all those you would most like 

to read more about. There are no good or bad choices; we are only interested in your personal 

choice.” We then called their attention to the fact that clicking on the hyperlink would not take 
them to a separate page. After each of them had made their news selections, they sat at one of 

the other three tables where they completed the anonymous questionnaire. When they had 

completed these tasks, we thanked them for their participation, and one of our students aiding 

in the research went to the laptop and signed out of the portal, logging the results and restarting 

the sequence for the next participant. 

 

Experimental Materials 

 

The research instruments consisted of a set of headlines used as stimuli, the news portal, and 

the subjects’ data sheet. Taking into account the practice followed by different news portals, 
we created, with the agreement of the original regional news portal, a copy of it with minimal 

differences: with changed background colour, and we applied a similar camcorder symbol to 

the featured 10 headlines (four low utility, four high utility content and two headlines to veil 

the research interest). Half of every group’s members were presented the headlines in forward 

order, the other half were presented them in reverse order.  

We recorded the selection frequency for each headline with the aid of software we had 

developed. This software also randomized the order in which the news items were presented 

for each recipient.  

We ran a test experiment with 25 students to check the research design in a different 

university campus. 

 

Paivio and Harshman’ Individual Differences Questionnaire (IDQ) 
 

The individual differences in the verbal-visual dimension of cognitive style were measured by 

the Paivio and Harshman’ IDQ test. 
 

Dependent Measures 
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The dependent variable was the number of clicks on the headlines with low vs. high utility. The 

software recorded who clicked, how many times, on which headlines and the logins and logouts 

from the portal. To test our hypotheses, we used the number of clicks on the headlines to 

measure selective exposure to headlines with low, and with high utility. 

As the independent variable in our research, we used the presence of the camcorder 

symbol, attached to the headlines with low utility or to headlines with high utility; as quasi-

independent variables we used the scores of verbal and visual scales. 

 

 

Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses 

 

The Cronbach-alpha of the shortened form on X language of The Paivio-Harshman’s Individual 
Differences Questionnaire (1983) was calculated for both scales. Verbal scale items yielded 

satisfactory .71, and visual items .76 values. 

 

Exposure to Headlines with Low and High Utility 

 

H1 was supported; there was a significant difference between the averages of the headlines 

from all groups with low and with high utility. The Paired Sample T-Test result demonstrates 

that the selection prior to experiment of the 10 headlines presented in the experiment was 

efficient, causing a large effect size (N = 239, M = 2.48, SD =.16 in the case of headlines with 

high utility, and M = 1.36, SD = .96, in the case of those with low utility, t = 12.59, df. = 238, 

p = .001; Cohen’s d = .81, see Table 1 for details). 
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Table 1 

Selective exposure to headlines with low and high utility 
 1st experimental 

group: low utility 

headlines with 

camcorder 

2nd experimental 

group: high utility 

headlines with 

camcorder 

3rd experimental 

group: low and 

high utility 

headlines with 

camcorder 

control group: 

headlines without 

camcorder 

Selective exposure 

to headlines with 

low utility: nr. of 

clicks 

 

M = 1.57 

SD = 1.03 

 

 

M = 1.22 

SD = .93 

 

 

M = 1.48 

SD = .93 

 

 

M = 1.18 

SD = .94 

 

Selective exposure 

to headlines with 

high utility: nr. of 

clicks 

 

M = 2.63 

SD = 1.17 

 

 

M = 2.31 

SD = 1.11 

 

 

M = 2.48 

SD = 1.18 

 

 

M = 2.48 

SD = .15 

 

 

 

Exposure to Headlines with Low and High Utility by the Visual Scores of Respondents

  

 

Taking into account the influence of Experimental Group Number on verbal and visual IDQ 

scores (see Table 2), we started the analysis with two ANOVAs to see the differences between 

group in IDQ scores; the results assured us of efficacy of experimental manipulation: verbal 

scale F(3, 235) = .38, p = .76; visual scale F(3, 235) = .01, p = .99.  

 

Table 2 

IDQ scores in experimental groups 
 1st experimental 

group: low utility 

headlines with 

camcorder, high 

utility headlines 

without it 

2nd experimental 

group: high utility 

headlines with 

camcorder, low 

utility headlines 

without it 

3rd experimental 

group: low and 

high utility 

headlines with 

camcorder, mixed 

condition 

control group: 

headlines without 

camcorder 

Average score on 

verbal scale 

17.67 16.69 17.65 17.07 

Average score on 

visual scale 

22.27 22.22 22.18 22.37 

 

In order to map the possible statistical relationship between the variables of interest, we ran a 

series of bivariate Pearson correlations involving the following variables: verbal scale, visual 

scale, utility preferences and gender. The test regarding the whole dataset together (N = 239) 

revealed a significant positive relationship between verbal scale and visual scale (r = .17, p = 

.01), though it could be shown up only in one of the conditions taken one by one separately: in 

the third condition could be detected a stronger relation between them (r = .38, p = .01). In the 

4th condition – without camcorders – there was an important negative correlation between the 

variables verbal scale and nr. of headlines with low utility (r = -.32, p = .05). The correlation 

between the dummy coded gender and other variables did not arise – just as in the other 

Hungarian sample from 1995 (Révész, Bernáth & Séra). However, they found an interaction 
between verbal-visual scores and gender – this made us to think that our fault in showing up 

such a statistical relationship is due to improportionality in gender. 

Testing the impact of weightening the gender variable with the SPSS tool – using “Weight 
Cases” function availabile from the Data menu – we ran a hierarchical regression with 3 steps. 

In each of the 3 models the partial correlations with the gender effect on the selection of 
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headlines with camcorder proved to be weak, but statistically significant (for Man 1st Model: 

r = .12, p = .04; 2nd Model: r = .13, p = .04; 3rd Model: r = .15, p = .01). 

Before starting the more detailed analyses, we made two transformations on the dataset. 

On the one hand, becausethere are systematic differences between the man and woman 

proportion in the sample, we weighted the gender variable the SPSS tool “Weight Cases”, 

availabile from the Data menu. Thus the number of participants rose from 239 to 322 (see Table 

3). 

 

Table 3  

Descriptive statistics of gender 
 before weighting after weighting 

men, whole 

dataset(N) 

83 166 

women, 

whole 

dataset(N) 

156 156 

men(N) 1st 

condition 

20 

2nd  

condition 

20 

3rd 

condition 

25 

4rd 

condition 

18 

1st 

condition 

40 

 

2nd  

condition 

40 

3rd 

condition 

50 

4rd 

condition 

36 

women(N) 1st 

condition 

40 

2nd  

condition 

39 

3rd 

condition 

35 

4rd 

condition 

42 

1st 

condition 

40 

2nd  

condition 

39 

3rd 

condition 

35 

4rd 

condition 

42 

 

Due to the big difference between men (N = 80) and women (N = 159) we weighted the 

proportion according to gender, thus the number of participants rose from 239 to 322.  

On the other hand, because of the fact that the IDQ scales do not contain zero, in trying to 

make more meaningful the regression constant we mean-centered the variables involved by 

subtracting the sample mean from all measurements of those variables in the data (see Hayes, 

2013).  

Based on these results,we ran several hierarchical regression analyses with the first three 

experimental groups using SPSS to test our hypothesis. To test H2, we included variables in 

the following order: in Step 1 we entered the visual score, verbal score and dummy coded 

gender, in Step 2 the interaction terms of the first order (visual x verbal, visual x gender, verbal 

x gender), and in Step 3 we introduced the interaction terms of the second order (visual x verbal 

x gender).  

H2 was not supported in the case of regression which was run for the hole dataset, as the 

result of the partial correlation between the number of headlines with camcorder and visual 

scores was not significant in any of the regression analyzes with 3 models – despite the fact 

that of the three model, the coefficients of the first two’ relationship were closed to threshold 
of significance: 1st model: r = .12, p = .059; 2nd model: r = .12, p = .053. However, H2 could 

be supported for the last two significant models – in Steps 2 and 3 – of regression in the case 

of the 2nd condition, and at the same time there arose the effect of verbal-visual scores on the 

dependent variable (see Table 4). 

 

Table 4.  

Effect of verbal-visual scores on the dependent variable 

 Standardized β Standardized β 

second experimental group 

Step 1 

Visual scores 

Verbal scores 

Man 

 

.12 

.07 

.13* 

 

.18 

.13 

.16 
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Model 1: 

F(3, 240) = 3.10, 

p = .02 

  

Model 1: 

F(3, 75) = 2.41, 

p = .07 

Step 2 

Visual x verbal scores 

 Visual scores  

Verbal scores 

Verbal x Woman 

Man 

 

Model 2: 

F(6, 237) = 1.87, 

p = .08 

 

.09 

.16 

.04 

-.01 

   .13* 

 

.28* 

.40* 

.01 

-.15 

.16 

 

Model 2: 

F(6, 72) = 03, 

p = .03 

 

Step 3 

Visual scores  

Verbal scores 

Verbal x Woman 

Man 

Verbal x man 

 Visual x verbal x woman 

 

Model 3: 

F(7, 236) = 2.11, 

p = .04 

 

.12 

.02 

.03 

  .15* 

.05 

.15 

 

.36* 

-.02 

-.09 

.18 

.15 

.14 

 

Model 3: 

F(7, 71) = 2.16, 

p = .04 

Note for the regressionon the whole dataset. R square = .03 for Step 1: R square change = .008 for Step 2, R 

square = .04 for Step 3.    

Note for the regression on the second condition. R square = .088 for Step 1: R square change = .077 for Step 2, R 

square = .011 for Step 3 

 

The importance of gender in selection arose in the whole dataset: in every model presenting a 

significant correlation with the dependent variable. 

We were not able to show up a moderation/interaction between the visual and the verbal 

scores by classical linear regression for the whole dataset, however, by using PROCESS macro 

– which does not allow weighting variables – we were able to detect it. We made use of a pick-

a-point procedure to disclose whether the groups differed, on average, from each other on the 

dependent variable, (determined by 5 values of the moderator variable). The selection of 

headlines with the camcorder symbol depends on the verbal scores beginning only from 50% 

(at 50% t = 2.12, p = .03, at 75% t = 2.33, p = .02, at 90% t = 2.23, p = .02). 

 

Exposure to Headlines with Low and High Utility by Verbal Scores of Respondents 

 

To test H3, we also ran a hierarchical regression. Entering the same predictors as in the case of 

first hypothesis, and the number of headlines without a camcorder as dependent variable, we 

were not able to detect a significant relationship between the verbal scores and the latter 

dependent variable in the case of whole dataset F(3, 76) = 2.38, p = .76) for the first model,  

F(6, 73) = 1.47, p = .19) for the second, and F(7, 72) = 1.30, p = .26) for the last model. The 

same situation appeared when we ran the statistical test for the separate conditions.  

 

Exposure to Low Utility Headlines with Camcorder  

 

Deepening the analysis, we assumed (H4) that in cases where a camcorder symbol is attached 

to headlines with low utility, but not attached to headlines with high utility (group 1), more 

headlines with low utility will be chosen, compared to the same headlines without the 
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camcorder symbol (group 4). In order to test H4, we ran an independent sample t-test between 

the first condition and the control condition without camcorders. As anticipated, the presence 

of the camcorder increased the selection of the headlines in the first condition with low utility. 

Participants in first condition chose more headlines with low utility (M = 1.57) than participants 

in the last one (M  = 1.18) ,the attached camcorder to headlines causing a very large effect size 

(d = 4.69, t(118) = 2.12; p = .03).  

 

Exposure to Headlines with High Utility with Camcorder 

 

H5 should be rejected, because the camcorder high utility headlines decreased the number of 

clicks in the second experimental group on headlines, all with high utility (M = 2.31). 

Compared to the remaining control condition with an independent sample T-test (M = 2.48, 

(t(117) = -.84; p  = .41), as well as to the mixed one (M = 2.48, p = .41), we can see that the 

lowest average value of chosen headlines with camcorder could be detected in this, in the 

second condition (M = 2.31).  

We were curious whether this decrease in point can be explained by the results obtained 

on both scales of the IDQ test (the visual and verbal). As we aimed to keep our variables 

continuous, we created the independent variable involved in the following way: we sorted the 

scores of the variable of the verbal scores in ascending order, then, after calculating the mean, 

we marked both the value of one SD below the mean and of one SD above the mean. Thus, we 

created a new nominal variable in the next column with 3 levels, but taking into account the 

normal distribution of the scores in dividing it. We labeled them as follows: 1, those who had 

low scores on verbal scale, 2, those who had average scores on the scale, and 3, those whose 

scores began from the value of M + 1 SD.  

We ran an online regression in SPSS on the whole dataset, then on each group separately 

to test the effect of the Verbal_Scale_Group predictor on the headlines with low utility, using 

commands as follows: Graph→LegacyDialog→SimpleScatter→Define→Set Markers by.  
Results show a single significant relationship, which helps us to explain why attaching the 

camcorder to headlines with high utility in the second condition decreased the selection of them. 

We detected that those who had high scores on a verbal scale test selected more and more 

headlines with low utility as their visual scores increase. This means that around 17% of the 

respondents of the second condition, i.e. 13-14 persons, chose significantly less headlines with 

high utility. Statistical relationship is almost strong, and is about to reach the low threshold of 

its interval: r = .4989, see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Avoidance attitude towards camcorder of high score respondents’ on both verbal and visual 
scale (see brown line). Analysis performed with SPSS Version 22. 

Discussion for Experiment 1 

 

This study aims to explore how textual cues with high and low utility (IUM), imagery cues 

(ELM) attached to news items, information processing style (DCT) and their interplay 

contribute to selective exposure. Although the impact of imagery on textual cues has been 

researched, and shown up especially the major role the photographs played in news selection 

(see Rosentiel, 2016), one novelty of the present study is that it tests the imagery effect in the 

theoretical framework of IUM. Using the conceptualization of IUM, it thus became possible to 

focus not only on the perceived threats at a given moment, but also on the possibilities in its 

four dimensions. Our conclusion therefore show up that the effect of the camcorder depends on 

the utility carried by messages, and there arose two patterns in selection mainly due to the 

interplay between utility and imagery:  

 

a) imagery had a small impact with small effect size on news selection compared to 

utility of headlines which refers to individual’s own capacity perception of 

preventing, handling a threat or utilizing an opportunity at a given moment or in the 

near future. One piece of research corroborates our finding, namely of Powell et al.’ 
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(2019) – who emphasize that headlines play a far greater role in news selection than 

images which have a minimal effect; 

b) There is an exception from this when attached to low utility message, when the 

camcorder variable correlates with it, producing a very large effect size. This finding 

is consistent with two research findings: Gunter (2015) reports on a supposedly 

related phenomenon, albeit in connection with the news memory and the visual 

material rather than focusing on the selection of content. When measuring the news 

memory researchers encountered a similar phenomenon several times (see Katz et 

al., 1977; Booth, 1970). In the case of television news, if visual material was 

associated to less important news, it was remembered better than when visual 

material was associated to more important news. Although not based on IUM, and 

using important and less important headlines, Ambrus et al. (2011) faced a similar 

problem: how to explain the decrease of selection of important headlines with the 

camcorder, while the camcorder had increased the number of clicks on the less 

important ones with camcorder attached.  
 

Due to the DCT framework, there arose another pattern that helped us to explain some of our 

findings. We were able to show up the possible importance of cognitive style in news selection 

with monosemic cues. Although the match between our students’ visual cognitive style and the 
selection of news with camcorder did not correlate in the whole dataset, a tendency could be 

detected in “p”-s a bit above the threshold (< .06). At the same time, the statistical test proved 

that in some situations – in 2nd condition in our example – the visual scores can be accounted 

for by the selection of news with imagery. The verbal cognitive style did not play any role in 

selecting headlines without camcorder. 

By including in analysis the verbal, the visual and the gender variables we could identify 

the responsabile group – participants with high scores on both verbal and visual scale – for the 

unexpected decrease or avoidance in selection of headlines with high utility.  

The camcorder symbol, when considered as a peripheral cue – according to ELM – did not 

have the predicted effect within the experimental groups where the symbol was attached only 

to headlines with high utility. This subject will be discussed following the second experiment 

results. 

 

 

Second quasi-experiment 

 

Overview 

 

The same language-speaking BA and MA students from another campus of the same university 
read online headlines. We made the same two transformations on the dataset as in the first 

quasi-experiment: mean centered the variables for the same reason as in the first experiment, 

and, becauseof systematic differences between the man and woman proportion in the sample, 

we weighted the gender variable.The proportion of gender was in inverse ratio to the first 
experiment (N = 241; gender N = 69 women, N = 172 men; average age = 24.2, see Table 5). 
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                                                                     Table 5 

                                                 Descriptive statistics of gender 

 before weighting after weighting 

man, 

whole 

dataset(N) 

172 172 

woman, 

whole 

dataset(N) 

69 138 

man(N) priming 

condition 

85 

control 

condition 

87 

priming  

condition 

85 

 

control  

condition 

87 

woman(N) priming 

condition 

35 

control 

condition 

34 

priming 

condition 

70 

control  

condition 

68 

 

The quasi-experiment was based on the same theoretical framework as the first quasi-

experiment, but differed in that we primed in the experimental group respondents’ dominant 
cognitive style – verbal or visual (see Table 6) – with a visual cue: the camcorder symbol. 

 
Table 6  

IDQ scores in experimental groups 

 Primed 

experimental group: 

low and high utility 

headlines with 

camcorder, mixed 

condition 

Control group: 

headlines without 

camcorders and 

priming 

Average score on 

verbal scale 

18.10 17.34 

Average score on 

visual scale 

23.16 23 

 

 

One primed experimental group and one control group belonged to this experiment: 

 

1st group: Respondents from experimental group (N = 120) were presented also 10 

headlines. Camcorder symbols were attached to headlines as follows: one to a negative headline 

with high utility, one to a positive headline also with high utility, one symbol to a negative 

headline with low utility and, finally, to a positive one with low utility.  

2nd group: Participants belonging to the control group (N = 122) read the same headlines 

as those in the experimental group, but they were not primed. Camcorder symbols were 

attached to headlines as follows: one to a negative headline with high utility, one to a positive 

headline also with high utility, one symbol to a negative headline with low utility and, finally, 

to a positive one with low utility. 

 

Hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Due to the priming with the camcorder symbol in the first condition, 

respondents choose more headlines with the camcorder symbol than in the control condition. 
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). Respondents who prefer verbal cognitive style will be affected by the 

priming to a minor extent; they will not select significantly more headlines with the camcorder 

than those from the control group. 

Respondents from the experimental group could see, in the upper left corner of the screen, 

eight nature photos each containing the camcorder symbol (see picture 1 in Appendix). This is 

in contrast to participants in the control group who had no camcorder symbol in the pictures 

(see picture 2 in Appendix). Every photo suggested calm which was important not only for the 

purpose of the experiment, but was essential especially for the participants belonging to 

experimental condition, because calibrating the eye-tracker one by one for each person might 

cause discomfort. The priming took place before browsing the news, inside the camcorder 

symbol was inserted the acronym of the university news portal: Youth Index TV, which, in 

fact, was the name of the website used for our two experiments. We used supraliminal stimuli, 

that is, they can watch every picture with the camcorder symbols for 4 seconds, and they 

succeed each other in identical between-times.  

 

Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses 

 

The Cronbach-alpha of the shortened form on X language of The Paivio-Harshman’s Individual 
Differences Questionnaire (1983) was calculated for both scales. Verbal scale items yielded 

satisfactory .72, and visual ones.75 values. 

The significant difference in selecting headlines with high vs. low utility could be detected 

by using Paired-Samples T Test on the whole dataset: respondents selected, on average, 1.73 

headlines with high, and .97 with low utility, t = 10,59, df = 309, p = .001. 

The first hypothesis (H1) was not confirmed. Involving the Number of group variable and 

the number of headlines with camcorder, we ran an Independent T Test.Primedparticipants with 

dominant visual cognitive style in the experimental group selected less headlines with the 

camcorder (M = 1.32) than in the control group (M = 1.49), although this relationship was not 

significant (t = -1.56, df = 296, p = .11).In order to find out the factors responsible for this 

decrease, we ran two hierarchical regressions for each condition to compare the correlations 

between them. In each casein Step 1 we entered the visual score, verbal score and dummy coded 

gender; in Step 2 the interaction terms of the first order: visual x verbal, visual x gender, verbal 

x gender; and in Step 3 we introduced the interaction terms of the second order: visual x verbal 

x gender). 

Considering the three models of the primed experimental group, only the last model was 

significant compared to the models of the control group in which every model was significant.In 

the case primed experimental group only one significant partial correlation arose between the 

variable verbal x visual x gender and number of headlines with camcorder, a weak, negative 

relationship: r = -.21, p = .00. This result suggests the possible role of the interaction term in 

the decreased number of headlines with camcorder. The role of the verbal and visual variable, 

and of the gender can be shown up also in the control condition (see Table 7).  

 

Table 7 

The role of the gender and of the verbal and visual variable 
 Standardized β 

Primed experimental group 

Standardized β 

Control group 

Step 1 

Visual scores 

Verbal scores 

Women 

 

.01 

-.08 

-.05 

 

.16 

.09 

.10 



Kosa, I. et. al.                                                                                                                            78 

 

 

 

 

Model 1: 

F(3, 151) = .55, 

p = .64 

 

Model 1: 

F(3, 151) = 3.73, 

p = .01 

Step 2 

Visual x verbal scores 

 Visual scores  

Verbal scores 

Verbal x Woman 

Woman 

Visual x Woman 

Visual x Male 

 

 

 

-.15 

-.09 

-.12 

-.01 

-.03 

-.17 

 

 

Model 2: 

F(6, 148) = 1.16, 

p = .32 

 

.22* 

.15 

.24 

-.31** 

.16 

 

.11 

 

Model 2: 

F(6, 148) = 8.28, 

p = .01 

 

Step 3 

Visual scores  

Verbal scores 

Verbal x Woman 

Woman 

Verbal x man 

 Visual x verbal  

Woman visual 

Verbal x visual x gender 

Visual x Man 

 

.08 

-.12 

.08 

-.12 

.05 

.15 

-.10 

-.37** 

 

Model 3: 

F(7, 147) = 2.05, 

p = .05 

 

.13 

.20 

-.30** 

-.30 

 

.14 

 

.09 

.14 

Model 3: 

F(7, 147) = 7.17, 

p = .01 

Note for the regression on the primed dataset. R square = .01 for Step 1: R square change = .03 for Step 2, R 

square = .04 for Step 3.    

Note for the regression on the second condition. R square = .06 for Step 1: R square change = .18 for Step 2, R 

square = .00 for Step 3 

 

 

As in the case of the first experiment, we made use of PROCESS SPSS macro (Hayes, 2013)  

to analyze in more detail the role of verbal, visual and gender variables and their possible 

interactions in selection of headlines with camcorder. We made use of a pick-a-point procedure 

to reveal whether the groups differed, on average, from each other on the dependent variable, 

(determined by 5 values of the moderator variable). The selection of headlines with the 

camcorder symbol is dependent on the verbal scores beginning only from 50% and up to 75% 

of it, followed by a decline at 90%, but in this case reaching even the insignificancy (based on 

5000 bootstrap, at 50% t = 2.14, p = .03, CI .0028-.0653, at 75% t = 2.00, p = .04, CI .0007-

.0888, at 90% t = 1.90, p = .05, CI -.0017-.0098). 

After dividing the database into experimental and control group, surprising results arose 

compared even to the first experiment. Then we worked out that the respondents with high 

scores on both visual and verbal scale avoid the camcorder symbol, now we noticed the fact 

that priming with the symbol did not increase the selection of headlines with camcorder 

symbols, in fact, they decreased it to a significant extent. 

In the experimental condition primed with camcorder symbol respondents chose, on 

average, 1.32 headlines with the camcorder, as opposed to 1.49 in the control condition. Thus, 

the priming had an unanticipated effect on the selection: the value of p increases far above the 

.05 threshold (p = .87, Unst. Beta = -.01, df. 1,152). None of the other predictors involved in 

hierarchical regression had a significant effect on selection of the headlines in point.  
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Even though in control condition priming was not applied, respondents’ selection of headlines 
with the camcorder – with high and low utility – was determined by visual scores per se: 

p=.005, Unst. Beta = .33, df. 1,145. 

We fine-tuned our analysis and checked how respondents’ cognitive style, i.e. results 
obtained on both scales of the IDQ-test influenced their selection of headlines with the 

camcorder. As we aimed to keep our variables continuous, we created the independent variable 

involved in the following way: we sorted the ascending scores of the variable of the verbal 

scores, then, after calculating the mean, we marked both the value of one SD below the mean 

and of one SD above the mean. Thus, we created a new nominal variable in the next column 

with 3 levels, but taking into account the normal distribution of the scores in dividing it. We 

labeled them as follows: 1, those who had low scores on the verbal scale, 2, those who had 

average scores on the scale, and 3, those whose scores began from the value of M + 1 SD. We 

proceeded in the same way with the variable of the visual scores, then merged in a single 

variable both visual and verbal scale scores: theVerbal_Visual_Group nominal variable. We 

ran an online regression in SPSS to test the effect of the Verbal_Visual_Group predictor on the 

headlines with the camcorder, using commands as follows: Graph→LegacyDialog→ 

SimpleScatter→Define→Set Markers by.   
Those who were high on both visual and verbal scales selected less and fewer headlines 

with the camcorder as their scores on visual scores increased. (Verbal H Visual H, 19 

respondents, 12.3%, the threshold of a strong correlation: r=.507, see Figure 2).   
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Figure 2. Avoidance attitude towards camcorder of high score respondents’ on both 
verbal and visual scale. Analysis performed with SPSS Version 22. 

 
 

  

However, these respondents with high scores on both scales selected more and more headlines 

with the camcorder as their visual scores increased: an almost high correlation r = .47 (Verbal 

H Visual H, 17 participants, 11%).  

We ran a regression analysis in the same way as in the previous test, also on the headlines 

of high utility with camcorders for each condition. In this case an even stronger correlation than 

above (r = .56) could be detected: showing that priming in the experimental group decreased 

the number of headlines selected with camcorder among those who had high scores on both 

visual and verbal scales. 

The second hypothesis (H2) was not supported. We ran a One-Way ANOVA with the 

Verbal Scale nominal variable – constructed taking into account the normal distribution of the 

scores in dividing it – as splitting criteria. Respondents with high scores on the verbal scale 
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differed from each other in the number of selected headlines with camcorders. Those from the 

primed group selected significantly less such news (M = 1.04, SD = .73) compared to 

participants from control group (M = 2.09, SD = .87), p = .04. 

 

Eye-tracking analysis  

 

We made use of Tobii eye tracker and analyzed data collected by it. We marked the camcorder 

symbols attached to headlines as Areas of Interest (AOI), as well as the bigger camcorder 

symbol, containing the Youth Index TV acronym that served as a priming tool. It should be 

noted that in marking the outline of the AOIs, the AOI-s attached to headlines were extended 

to the middle of the last word of the headlines, AOI-s applied to the acronym were twice the 

size of the camcorder itself.  

Two measurements were used: while the so-called First fixation recorded the time of the 

first eye fixation on the symbol in our case, the Fixation count–include zero refers to the number 

of total fixations on the previously marked areas of interest. 

Although respondents rarely fixated on one of the camcorders, the effect of symbols could 

unequivocally be shown with the help of statistical tests. The symbols in point had an effect 

when participants did not fixate on them, but they had been in the field of vision – even so two 

typical attitudes were detected by tracking fixations: 

Respondents who had average scores on both visual and verbal scales were almost 

exclusively those who fixated on the camcorder symbol used in priming (Verbal M Visual M, 

N = 62). Of the 155 participants, 26 fixated on the camcorder symbol, from which 16 were with 

average scores on the two scales. The remaining 10 fixations were split between the respondents 

of the other five groups with different results on the verbal-visual scale. Of the nine groups, 

members of two groups did not fixate on the symbol at all: those who were visual-oriented in 

the control group avoided the camcorder symbol in the experimental condition, i.e. those who 

had high scores on both verbal and visual scales (Verbal H Visual H), as well as those who had 

average scores on verbal and low on visual scale (Verbal M Visual L, 15 respondents, 9.7 %). 

Similar to the previous group, respondents with average scores on verbal scale and low 

scores on visual one, yielded a surprising result: while a very strong correlation was detected 

in the control group (r = .82) indicating the interest for the camcorder symbol, in the 

experimental group no such orientation could be detected (r = .13). Most probably this change 

was due to the avoidance strategy against priming. 

Finally, concerning the experimental group (high on both visual and verbal scales – who 

had not had any fixation on the symbol), we were curious how many headlines with the 

camcorder were selected by clicking following the priming. We may assume the avoiding 

strategy based partly on the fact that only 12 headlines of high utility with the camcorder were 

chosen by the 19 participants. It was even more salient that respondents in this condition 

selected only two low utility headlines with the camcorder. 

 

Discussion for experiment 2 

 

As in the high-choice media environment, every contact with media content – for example, 

starting television watching, listening to radio, browsing internet etc. – the very first moment 

of media use has an effect on the way that content will be processed and probably in many 

cases also on the next choice. Thus, the impact of the previously used media content on the 

following reactions, e.g. the effect of priming could also play an important role in news 

selection in an image saturated media context. It becomes even more important in the trial of 

finding out what happens when a media user first observes during media use an imagery, 

especially if the person in point has a visual cognitive style. We tried to answer these questions 
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involving the same variables in the analyses as in the first experiment plus an eye-tracker – as 

far as we know, a first in the communication research field. We could conclude that imagery 

priming plays an important role in the selection of headlines with camcorder symbol. 

The results of these two pieces of research are consistent with each other regarding from 

the perspective of IUM. Results could not even be explained by dominant cognitive style alone. 

Taking into consideration Paivio and Harshman’s statement that the verbal and the visual 

systems are not independent systems, and that there is a constant interplay between them, we 

decide to involve the two scales in analysis at the same time. As far as we know, there has not 

been such a trial before this experiment in any field to explain a phenomenon linked to verbal 

and visual processing. We were able to explain by simultaneously involving both scales of the 

IDQ test (Paivio-Harshman, 1983) the above mentioned avoidance. 

In both experiments the typical camcorder symbol avoiders were identified: those who had 

high scores on both verbal and visual scales. This avoidance attitude became even stronger 

among these respondents when priming was applied: it decreased the number of headlines 

selected with the camcorder symbol. Although detected only in the second experiment, another 

group may probably be linked to this kind of avoidance, namely those with medium scores on 

verbal scales and low on visual one. 

It is probable that the camcorder symbol played different roles different conditions. When 

attached to low utility headlines in both experiments it worked as peripheral cue (ELM) for 

every participant – independently of cognitive style – suggesting an increased and acceptable 

importance for news. However, attaching it to high utility headlines possibly made the 

avoiders’ group(s) more suspicious about the credibility of news, and they processed them on 
the central route, i.e. more motivated, more critically and more regularly (ELM). Priming made 

them in this sense even more suspicious, and could be linked to Brehm’s theory of reactance 
(1966), to the fear from being manipulated. This way of processing is characteristic not only to 

the motivated but also to the persons with high cognitive ability. Consistent with this, the 

camcorder avoiders in our research scored high on both scores not only on verbal and visual 

scales, but they probably were also with high cognitive abilities. This assumption is probably 

supported by Silverman’s (2002) findings: children with very high scores on IQ test got 

excellent results on visual-spatial tasks, and also on verbal-sequential tasks. 

 

Conclusions 

 

As stated in the introduction, few researchers have taken into consideration both textual and 

visual cues in explaining selective exposure to news. By testing three theories – the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model (ELM), the Dual Coding Theory (DCT) and the Information Utility Model 

(IUM) – and examining their variables side by side, the current two pieces of research have 

possibly made some advances in this regard. 

Concerning the DCT theoretical framework, the role of cognitive style in selection of 

headlines may be present, even though the correlation between visual cognitive style and 

selection of headlines with camcorders shows only a tendency in our whole dataset – and in 

one condition, a statistical relationship. This result is only partially consistent with the earlier 

research findings from the literature that reveal an univocal relationship between preferred 

cognitive style in everyday actions (Childers et al., 1985) and selections of information and 

annotations during learning (Leutner & Plass, 1998; Plass, Chun, Mayer, & Leutner, 1998). 

Our finding is – first of all – probably due to specific utility dimensions of the news, which 

play a major role in the selection of headlines compared to monosemic visual cues. It seems 

very likely at the same time that this result arises from the interplay between the two factors in 

point, and could be extrapolated to situations that test selective exposure to news when utility 
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dimensions from IUM are salient. Although previous research has revealed the major impact 

of imagery on textual cues – especially of photographs on news selection (for instance, 

Rosentiel, 2016) – one novelty of the present study was that it tested their effect using the 

theoretical framework of IUM, hopefully nuancing the former results from the literature. For 

example, consistent with Rosenstiel’s (2016) finding, we revealed that imagery / camcorder 
attached to low utility headlines in our quasi-experiments worked probably as a peripheral cue 

(ELM), and very much increased their selection. However, we discovered that the camcorder 

symbol decreased the selection of high utility headlines – a phenomenon that could be partially 

explained by our specific usage of IDQ test. 

One of the merits of our two pieces of research is that we took into consideration the 

constant interplay between the verbal and the visual systems (Paivio-Harshman, 1983), and 

involved them simultaneously in statistical analyses in both scales of the IDQ test. We have 

shown up not only a simple moderation between the verbal and visual variables, but we were 

able to involve the interplay in question, and thus detect an avoidance-pattern in the case of 

high utility headlines with camcorder in both pieces of research. The “avoiders” belonged to 
two groups of respondents: those with high scores on both verbal and visual scales, and those 

with average scores on verbal and low scores on visual scales. Respondents’ avoidance 
attitudes, belonging to the second group were detected, however only in the second experiment 

and with the help of an eye-tracker. These attitudes remained unexplained by the current study. 

At the same time, using statistical analyses on eye-tracker data  we were able to partially explain 

the possible cause of  those respondents’ avoidance attitudes who had high scores on the two 

scales in point. They were possibly more suspicious about the credibility of news, therefore 

processing them using the central route (ELM). Priming possibly made these avoiders even 

more suspicious and critical in the second quasi-experiment – their avoidance of high utility 

headlines with camcorder became more pronounced. The fear of being manipulated (Brehm, 

1966) seems to be a plausible explanation for this phenomenon.  

Albeit using other terminology – important news instead of headlines with high utility 

– a similar kind of avoidance of the important news (in our researches: headlines with high 

utility) can be found in the literature when they are associated with visual cues (see Katz et al., 

1977; Booth, 1970; Ambrus et. al., 2011). 

Both pieces of research have several limitations. The major limitation is that neither of 

the quasi-experiments were run in a real web environment: they were only very basic 

reproductions of the genuine website without functional links to the actual articles, and thus 

this environment could not really provide the results of an actual website. Therefore, the 

generalization of the results for the “real world” environment should be problematized; for 

example, participants could not access any of the video footage. Another limitation of these 

results is that students read news not from social media, but from a news site, which is not in 

line with this generation’s news consumption habits. Finally, the gender variable was weighted 

in both pieces of research. Keeping in mind all these limitations, further research could be 

designed to deepen the understanding of the interplay between visual and textual cues. 
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Abstract: A new politics, linked to the influencer/leader and to the empowerment of the public 

on social networking sites, is currently marking the media agenda. In light of this, the aim of 

this study is to gain further insights into the polarization and influence of political messages on 

Twitter and levels of user participation, in a context marked by social movements and the 

counter-power of citizenship. Based on a triangulated methodology of quantitative and 

qualitative-discursive content analysis, all the tweets were quantified (3,562), selecting only 

those pertaining to the elections (526) posted by the pro-independence and constitutionalist 

candidates of the parties obtaining the highest number of votes, plus 144,382 user engagement 

metrics and 68 front pages of the mainstream Spanish and Catalan press. The results point to a 

unidirectional use of Twitter by political leaders, a higher user response rate, and the influence 

of the digital political agenda on its media counterpart. 
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Introduction 

 

The ways of conveying political messages on the web urgently need to be reviewed. The tweets 

posted on Twitter are currently characterized by their polarized and unidirectional nature not 

only thanks to political influencers/leaders and their parties (Fernández-Gómez, Hernández-

Santaolalla, & Sanz-Marcos, 2018; Labrecque, Markos, & Milne, 2011) but also with the 

collusion of new digital audiences: fan and anti-fan communities alike (Castells, 2009; 

Sampedro, 2014). Given this situation, the mass media has designed a parallel agenda involving 

the publishing of tweets, previously posted by political candidates on their personal accounts 

and then disseminated by their followers with “likes,” retweets, and/or comments. This alliance 
decides what is newsworthy on the Internet. 

 In this digital platform context, the type of communication that is established between users 

has shaped a singular hybrid public sphere (Benkler, 2015; Chadwick, 2013; Jenkins, 2008), in 

which hegemonic and counter-hegemonic groups vie for visibility in order to make themselves 

heard by employing the different mediatization processes (Hjarvard, 2013; Holton et al., 2014) 

available to them (Scolari, 2008).  
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The independence process in Catalonia is the most recent political conflict in Spain and a 

determining factor in its future organization as a state. On October 1, 2017, a referendum was 

called with the aim of asking the region’s citizens whether they were in favor of Catalonia’s 
independence and “disconnection” from Spain (Carrasco-Polaino, Villar-Cirujano, and 

Tejedor-Fuentes, 2018). Despite the combined efforts of courts and law enforcement agencies 

to halt the poll, nearly 2.3 million people (43 percent of the electoral roll) turned up to cast their 

votes on 1 October [16]. The voting, nevertheless, came with unusual scenes of violence. 

Digital platforms satisfy a major communication need in any form of activism — spreading 

open information to mass-scale audiences. Yet, they also fall short of guaranteeing private, 

secured communications between activists when coordinating their actions in hostile 

environments (Poblet, 2017). 

 According to a report released by the Centre d’Estudis d’Opinió (CEO) in 2017, 40.2 
percent of the respondents believed that Catalonia should be an independent state, 27.4 percent 

an autonomous community, 21.8 percent a federal state, and 4.6 percent a region (CEO, 2017). 

When compared with the poll performed the year before (CEO, 2016), it can be observed that 

the number of those favoring independence and even other territorial models over the 

established constitutional model had increased. Besides the political parties, civic associations 

such as the Asamblea Nacional de Catalunya (ANC), advocating for an independent Catalan 

state, and Sociedad Civil Catalana (SCC), defending quite the opposite, also intervened in the 

debate in Catalonia. On social networking sites, they served as nodal actors and communication 

channels between those in favor or against a new Catalan state (Cramery, 2015; Balcells and 

Padró-Solanet, 2016). This situation of uncertainty came to a head with the application of 

Article 155 of the Spanish Constitution, the dissolution of the Catalan parliament, and the 

calling of elections on December 21st. The independence process reached a higher level of 

visibility in a context of mediatization and digitization than ever seen before. 

 Against this background, the counter-agenda promoted on social networking sites 

(Aruguete, 2017; Meraz, 2011; Sung-Tae and Young-Hwan, 2007; Wallsten, 2007) activated a 

bottom-up mechanism implicating the citizenry and civil society, with the ability to condition 

the media agenda (Perales-García and Pont-Sorribes, 2018) thanks to the impact and reach of 

its message on social media. A study on the geographical distribution of media representations 

in the European referendums analyzes more than 70k mentions about the Referendum of 

Catalonia (2017) and shows that transnational corporations from a few Western countries 

dominate the technologically-mediated division of space (Toth, 2018). 

In turn, Twitter has become a political tool for disseminating information (Jackson and Lilleker, 

2011), mobilizing the electorate (Gainous and Wagner, 2014), interacting with the public 

(Stromer-Galley, 2014) and individualizing and personalizing the campaigning style of 

political candidates (Vergeer, Hermans and Sams, 2013). 

 In light of the foregoing, the main objective of this study is to analyze the ways in which 

the political agenda affects its media counterpart on Twitter; a process that conditions the news 

appearing on the front pages of the press and leads to a transfer of agendas between the 

conventional media and their social counterparts. The intention here is to determine politicians’  
Twitter usage: the issues that they broach and how they influence users and the conventional 

media. 

 Employing this approach, an analysis was performed on the Catalan elections held on 21 

December 2017 (21 D), in the context of the independence process (procés in Catalan) 

(Balcells; Padró-Solanet, 2019), focusing on the thematic similarities between the digital and 

conventional media agendas, promoted by influencers/leaders in collaboration with a civic 

activism fostered by the internet (Corominas, 2017). 

 The first hypothesis (H1) is that there was a cause and effect relationship between the 

tweets posted by the political candidates on their personal accounts, the most viral tweets and 
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the topics covered on the front pages of the press. In parallel and from a content approach, 

‘independence’ was one of the main frames of the polarized messages of the candidates and 
their parties, the community response, and the media agenda (H2). In this vein, those pro-

independence parties with influencers/leaders (Montoya and Vandehey, 2009; Pérez-Ortega, 

2014; Rampersad, 2009) – whose virtue lies in knowing how to combine their tasks as 

influencers with the attention to and management of their political identity in such a propitious 

space as social media (Labrecque, Marko and Milne, 2011; Marshall and Redmond, 2016) – 

have put Twitter to strategic use, placing the spotlight on the Catalan independence/state 

conflict and marking it the agenda of their own followers, the constitutionalist parties and the 

press. 

 By using a triangulated methodology of analysis of quantitative content and comparative 

qualitative-discursive content, a sample of the personal Twitter accounts of the leaders of the 

parties obtaining the greatest number of votes (Inés Arrimadas of Ciudadanos [Cs], Carles 

Puigdemont of JuntsXCat, Marta Rovira of ERC/CatSí, Mikel Iceta of the Socialist Party of 
Catalonia [PSC], Xavier Domènech of Catalunya en Comú-Podem and Xavier García Albiol 
of the People’s Party [PP]) was created, including user engagement metrics (‘likes’, retweets 
and comments) and the front-page news of some of Spain’s and Catalonia’s mainstream 
newspapers (ABC, El País, La Vanguardia and El Periódico de Cataluña) in the context of the 

21 D Catalan elections. 

 Previous studies of the potential of Twitter in electoral processes (Noguera, 2013; 

Rodríguez and Ureña, 2012; Zamora-Medina, Sánchez-Cobarro and Martínez, 2017; Zugasti-
Azagra and Pérez-González, 2015) concur that it is the most popular micro-blogging network 

among politicians and journalists, relegating Facebook and even their own websites to second 

place (Abejón et al., 2017), with statistics demonstrating the relationship between engagement 
and electoral success (Ballesteros et al., 2017), albeit with a unidirectional use (Graham et al. 

2013) and many underused tools (Ballesteros et al., 2017; Cheng, 2017; Congosto-Martínez, 
2014; Dader, 2017). There are thus more reasons in favor than against choosing Twitter as a 

platform, in line with the sample’s subject (who) and object (what). The options offered by 

Twitter versus other platforms for analyzing the online strategies of political influencers and 

user engagement metrics – summarizing direct messages with a maximum of 140 characters, 

stressing with hashtags and going viral as trending topics all influence and determine the 

political and media agendas – make it an especially appropriate object of study. 

 

 

Leadership, influence and political strategies on Twitter  

 

The visibility, speed, and immediate response capacity offered by social media are factors that 

multiply the impact of political influence. With Twitter, a channel that amplifies political 

communication above all at election time (Campos-Domínguez, 2017), it is possible to organize 
campaigns with a very broad potential reach relatively cheaply and swiftly (Karaduman, 2013; 

Thelwall and Cugelman, 2017). Furthermore, citizens participating in the political debate can 

be segmented or grouped according to their ideological leanings (Congosto, Fernández and 
Moro, 2011), thus offering the opportunity to engage and influence different audiences 

(Augure, 2015). But all these yields very different results depending on the candidate and the 

use to which digital tools are put. Nonetheless, previous research has revealed the functionality 

of Twitter in political communication strategies. 

 In this context, opinion leaders – nowadays influencers – not only convey the messages of 

brands, but also those of the mass media and even political parties (Fernández-Gómez, 
Hernández-Santaolalla and Sanz-Marcos, 2018). Moreover, there are resources (hashtags, 

images, links, videos, memes, etc.) for reinforcing each tweet and fostering audience 
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interaction. However, that the messages conveyed by opinion leaders are mainly unidirectional, 

paying little attention to or ignoring the ‘likes’ and comments of users, is remarkable (Mancera-

Rueda and Helfrich, 2014).  

 Thus, in order to explain where the power of their influence lies it is necessary to examine 

the personality traits and attitudes of political candidates (Rahat and Sheafer, 2007; Sánchez-

Murillo, 2005), as well as the propaganda and disinformation mechanisms of the fake discourse 

(Bennett and Livingston, 2018; Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017; Llorente, 2017) that explain 

where the power of their influence resides. 

 A snapshot of Catalonia before the 21 D elections reveals an initial scenario marked by 

conflict and confrontation with the central government, social unrest, the summoning of a 

divided society to the ballot box (i.e. the referendum held on 1 October 2017), and the 

application of Article 155 of the Spanish Constitution, thus suspending Catalan autonomy. 

Collateral effects such as the imprisonment of pro-independence politicians holding public 

office and the flight from Spain of Carles Puigdemont, the then president of the Catalan regional 

government and the leader of the party Junts per Catalunya, marked the height of the conflict. 

Previous research (Pérez-Curiel and García-Gordillo, 2018; Carrasco-Polaino, Villar-Cirujano 

and Tejedor-Fuentes, 2018) has confirmed, on the one hand, that despite the fact that the 

institutions have the traditional propaganda machine at their full disposal, social networking 

sites in general, and Twitter in particular, are better managed by civic associations, and on the 

other hand that the pro-independence propaganda is much more active and effective in getting 

the message across than its constitutionalist counterpart. 

 The mediatization of politics (Mazzoleni, 2004) and the interest shown by political parties 

in highlighting the personality of their leaders over their ideology (Farrell, 1996) has become 

the driving forces behind the personality-building process facilitated by Twitter (Rodríguez-

Virgili, Jandura and Rebolledo de la Calle, 2014). 

 Separatism is thus framed in the electoral process and the influence of the citizenry resides 

in directly conveying messages to audiences and the media in favor or against the Catalan or 

Spanish political and legal institutions. This discourse has found its maximum expression in 

Puigdemont who uses Twitter tools (hashtags, mentions, links, audio-visual resources, etc.) 

strategically, posts messages with supplementary information and effectively engages users. 

He has thus managed to attract a greater number of followers who by sharing his tweets have 

converted his messages into front-page news in Spanish and Catalan newspapers. 

 This digital political communication and marketing strategy focusing on the individuality 

of the influencer/subject (Puigdemont) and the potential of the object (independence) and 

discourse propaganda, which allowed Puigdemont to eclipse the rest of the candidates – 

including Inés Arrimadas of Cs, the most voted candidate in the 21 D Catalan elections – on 

Twitter and on the front pages of the press. 

 Influencers can be defined as people who have the power to influence others through social 

or conventional media because of their knowledge, experience, credibility, and commitment. 

Citizens have ceased to be mere receivers of information to become prosumers, meaning that 

in addition to participating as spectators, they now also produce their own content (Rego-Rey 

and Romero-Rodríguez, 2016). The aim of these new online influencers is to attract as much 
attention as possible (Marshall and Redmond, 2016). In parallel, we are currently witnessing 

an irreversible process in which the traditional mass media are apparently being substituted by 

networks of individual influencers (Gillin, 2009) who are consolidating their position as 

political opinion leaders. In this long-distance race, the omnipresence of the influencer/leader, 

the ideological polarization, and the imposition of digital content on the agenda are all aspects 

of an information model that the media have been keen to reproduce. 

 

 



Pérez Curiel, C.                                                                                                      92 

 

The hybridization process of the media and the transfer and polarization of agendas 

 

Some politicians still see social media as information sources more than anything else, but on 

such sites, it is important to listen, respond and update the latest news (Giansante, 2015). Social 

networking sites contribute to political processes and democracy, as far as they give voice to 

citizens and allow them to promote their own actions (Enguix, 2017), thus creating connected 

multitudes (Rovira, 2017). Nowadays, it is online users, converted into gatekeepers, who create 

bubbles of opinion in their own communities, with mutual preferences regarding political 

models. Accordingly, this has triggered a crisis in the field of journalism, which still has not 

known how to react to this new trend in which millions of news stories are shared and 

reproduced on the internet. As a result, these news stories tend to be more striking and 

superficial (Thompson, 2017). The internet and social media only corroborate the theoretical 

principles of first- and second-level agenda setting (Anduiza and Bosch, 2004; McCombs, 

2005; McCombs and Shaw, 1972), in which the media not only decide on the newsworthiness 

of topics, but also assess the substantive (the ideology of political candidates, the stances that 

they take on certain issues and their credentials and experience or personality) and affective 

(the positive or negative public opinion on the topics broached by those candidates and their 

discourses) dimensions.  

 The Pew Research Center report (2010), which compares blog, YouTube and Twitter 

content with that offered by the media, concludes that the most important stories and issues on 

social networking sites differ substantially from those to which the conventional media give 

pride of place. Other studies have confirmed the alignment of political blogs with political 

stories in the press (Adamic and Glance, 2005; Reese, 2007; Scott, 2005), for instance, on 

Twitter, which substantiates the continued relevance of agenda setting for digital media outlets. 

On the other hand, those studies disputing this position (Roberts, Wanta and Dzwo, 2002) 

contend that digital media has contributed to set alternative and independent agendas. In this 

vein, Krane (2010) performed an analysis of the content posted on Twitter by three media 

outlets – The New York Times, CNN and NPR – which reinforces the assumption that there is a 

direct relationship between the digital content disseminated by the media and the subjects that 

are most often broached by users.  

 Accordingly, the aim of this study is to analyze the similarities between the tweets posted 

by politicians on Twitter and user engagement metrics, on the one hand, and the content 

disseminated by the conventional media, on the other, in the context of the 21 D Catalan 

elections. We believe that we can make a contribution to the state of the research in the field 

by examining the causality between the messages of the most influential political candidates 

vis-à-vis the Catalan independence process, the tweets most ‘liked,’ retweeted or commented 
on by the public and the issues making it to the front pages of the press. 

 The argument of the power of the conventional media to set the agenda, given the 

confidence and credibility that they enjoy among the citizenry, has succumbed to new processes 

emerging in the field of social media. This has reinforced the intermediate theory of agenda 

setting (Atwater and Fico, 1986), which examines the relationship between the media agenda 

and that set by emerging interest groups and/or social movements (Castells, 2012) in an attempt 

to transform ‘political, social and economic’ realities (Bermúdez and Gallego, 2011). In line 
with our research, their conclusions have highlighted three key aspects: the central role of 

institutions and/or organizations in setting the agenda; how the agenda is performed; and the 

participatory process (Vliegenthart and Walgrave, 2008). In the social media context, the 

counter-agenda conditions sources and topics in the conventional media, notwithstanding the 

theory’s critics who hold that social media set an independent and alternative agenda (Roberts, 
Wanta  and Dzwo,  2002) or who suggest focusing more on the interaction processes between 

the micro and meso levels established by political organizations (Bekkers et al., 2011). In short, 
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in the field of political communication, the conventional and social media agendas correspond 

to issues of interest to the centers of power, a trend that is ostensibly more visible at election 

time. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The independence process in Catalonia has achieved an unprecedented political and social 

relevance in Spain. Therefore, from a methodological perspective it is essential to identify the 

sources (political candidates and parties, plus the government), the facts (topics) and online 

(social networking sites/Twitter), and offline (the media/press) communication channels as the 

main variables of this study. 

 In view of this, the research method employed here involved analyzing the influence of the 

topics broached by the candidates on the media agenda. To this end, a quantitative and 

qualitative-discursive content analysis was performed (Van Dijk, 2015; Callejo, 2010; Flick, 

2004; Krippendorff, 2004; Wimmer and Dominik, 1996), following a comparative approach 

(Hallin and Mancini, 2004) and using triangulation: politicians/users/the media. 

 The study sample focused on the campaigning before the 21 D Catalan elections, with a 

time frame encompassing the campaign period (5-19 December), the elections per se (21 

December) and the day after (22 December). The day before the elections (20 December) when 

no active campaigning was allowed was not taken into account for obvious reasons. 

 From among the total number of tweets (3,562) posted by the political parties and their 

candidates, 526 relating to the elections were selected. Following this, the user engagement 

metrics (144,382) and the most popular tweets (44) posted by the candidates (Inés Arrimadas 
of Cs, Carles Puigdemont of JuntsXCat, Marta Rovira of ERC/CatSí, Mikel Iceta of the PSC, 
Xavier Domènech of Catalunya en Comú-Podem and Xavier García Albiol of the PP) making 
it to the front pages of the press (ABC, El País, La Vanguardia and El Periódico de Cataluña) 

were analyzed. These political parties and their candidates were selected on the basis of the 

following criteria: 

 

• They were the most voted parties in the 2017 Catalan elections, obtaining over 90 per 

cent of the ballots cast. 

• They define themselves as pro-independence or constitutionalist parties. 

• The politicians chosen headed the list of the candidates of their respective parties. 

 

This approach allowed for comparing the Twitter use and strategies of the different candidates 

and the influence of their messages on users and on the front page news in the press, selected 

in terms of the following criteria: 

 

• These are reference newspapers at national and regional levels. 

• They respond to a conservative position of right-wing (ABC), moderate Catalanist (La 

Vanguardia) and socialist liberal (El País and El Periódico de Cataluña). 

• On their front pages they have dealt with the subject of the Catalan “Procés.” 

 

Twitonomy was used for data sampling, while IBM SPSS Statistics, Version 24, was employed 

for data processing. The margin of error was calculated with Scott’s pi, reaching a confidence 
level of 0.98. 

 A typology of variables, with exclusive categories for each one, was created for the 

analytical procedure (Graham et al., 2013): 
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  Table 1. Analysis protocol and typology of variables 

 

Variables Twitter Press 

Quantitative Variables -No. of tweets  

-Frequency 

-User engagement metrics 

(‘likes’, retweets and comments) 

- No. of front pages 

- Percentage of space 

- Frequency 

  

Qualitative Variables - Topic of tweet  

-Resources (hashtags, links, 

mentions, images and videos) 

- Relationship with the election 

theme 

 

- Topic of front page 

- Presence or absence of the 

politician (images or copy) 

- Relationship with current affairs 

(elections) 

 

Discursive Variables -Language and propaganda 

variables 

(candidate tweets) 

 

 

-Equivalence on the frontpages 

Source: own elaboration 

 

Data coding was performed using the different types of variables figuring among the options 

offered by the software package (IBM SPSS Statistics 24). The numerical variables, whose sole 

aim was quantification, such as the number of related tweets (politicians/users) and the sub 

variables, i.e. the user engagement metrics (‘likes’, retweets and comments), were classified as 
scale variables. The categorical variables, with only two possible answers (yes or no) and the 

objective to quantify the percentage of affirmative and negative cases were coded as 

dichotomous nominal variables (yes = 1, no = 2). This type of variable belonged to that of ‘the 
relationship or not with current affairs’ and that of ‘the presence/absence of the candidate on 
the front pages of the press’ (one variable for each newspaper). The categorical variables that 
could only have one answer from among more than two possible ones were also coded as 

nominal variables, assigning a numerical value to each possible answer (1 = a, 2 = b, 3 = c). 

These corresponded to the ‘theme’ variable. The variables related to resources of the language 
of propaganda (Nocetti, 1990; Thompson, 2017) are: use of labels (1), use of fallacies (2), 

stereotypes (3), biased attributions (4), speaking from other sources (5), selection of 

information (6), opinions as facts (7), Others (8). 

 

 

Results analysis and discussion 

 

The traditional press tends to give front-page coverage to those messages posted by political 

candidates on Twitter that swell the numbers of their followers (whether as a result of 

acceptance, neutrality or rejection) and reproduce an information model that, if it works on the 

internet, should also do so for them. The research results have substantiated this initial premise. 

 An equation in which two related factors and contexts intervene was employed: X 

(politician/influencer on Twitter) and Y (offline press), both with the ability to influence a third 

supplementary factor (user/reader). 

 In view of the results, the design of the media agenda is determined by the relevance of a 

subject who, through the strategic use of online tools, manages to elicit an active and viral 

reaction from a number of followers, inversely proportional to the number of readers engaged 

by the press. 
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The methodological structure explains the cause and effect relationship, using triangulation to 

classify the results: quantitative, qualitative/discursive, and comparative/related. 

 

 Quantitative approach 

 

The politician (number of tweet) and user engagement metrics (‘likes’, retweets and comments) 
demonstrate the action of the influencer/leader and the reaction of the new audiences on 

Twitter, plotting a political and media map relating more to the Catalan independence process 

than to other issues. 

 With the aim of testing H1—the influence of political candidates on Twitter—and H2—
the extent to which the press covers the same topics—a total of 3,562 tweets posted by Spanish 

and Catalan political leaders or parties were selected, of which 526 relating to the candidates 

and the 21 D Catalan elections was analyzed. The aim was to focus on each one of the political 

leaders, given that they have a greater influence than their parties and governments [see Table 

2]. 

 

        Table 2. Candidate activity on Twitter between the 5th and 22th of December, 2017. 

   

 Puigdemont Arrimadas Rovira Iceta Albiol Domènech 

       

 
Tweets 88 66 52 174 75 71 

Mínimum 3 2 2 6 3 2 

Maximum 29 21 17 36 27 25 

Median 16,00 12,00 9,00 19,00 12,00 15,00 

Average 5,50 4,12 3,25 10,87 4,68 4,43 

 

          Limited to the first 100 cases 

       Source: own elaboration 

 

As to the tweets (88) and user engagement metrics (107,205), Carles Puigdemont (JuntsXCat) 

stood out among the rest of the candidates. Reaping the greatest number of ‘likes’, retweets, 
and comments, he was way ahead of Inés Arrimadas (C’s), the candidate who obtained the 
highest number of votes in the 21 D Catalan elections. The number of tweets (174) posted by 

the socialist candidate Mikel Iceta (PSC) is also noteworthy, although it must be taken into 

account that his tweets were not new content but mainly links to press releases, photos, videos 

and documents from a third party [Table 3]. A formula that did not have a positive effect on 

user response rates or interaction. 
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 Table 3. Number of tweets, followers and user engagement metrics (on the date of sampling) 
 

 Candidates 
Puigdemont 

JuntsXCat 

Arrimadas 

Cs 

Rovira 

ERC/CatSí 
Iceta 

PSC 

Albiol 

PP 

Domènech 

En Comú-

Podem 

Tweets 88 66 52 174 75 71 

Followers 670,056 401,319 164,232 81,210 63,160 62,345 

‘Likes’ 68,800 7,300 6,139 227 2,914 3,416 

Retweets 34,000 3,282 2,405 216 1,988 2,117 

Comments 4,317 1,549 1,235 79 2,855 1,865 

 Source: own elaboration 

 

Without downplaying the ‘likes’ or retweets, comments permit the detection of (positive and 
negative) valences that increase depending on what is involved (topic), the tools employed 

(hashtags, links, photos, videos, mentions, etc.) and how these tools are employed (language 

resources and recourse to falsehoods, persuasion or propaganda). Comments also enable 

politicians to reply, thus fostering a two-way conversation, which is supposed to be one of the 

strengths of Twitter. However, the results reveal that the interactions between the candidates 

and the public were not proportional. 

 As to the accounts of the political leaders who obtained the best results in the 21 D Catalan 

elections, namely @InesArrimadas (36 seats) and @KRLS (34 seats), the histograms 

combining variables such as the number of tweets and comments received by both candidates 

are shown below. The peaks reveal that the pro-independence leader’s tweets elicited more than 

twice the number of comments (4,317) than those of the candidate of Cs (1,549), thus 

reinforcing the assumption that Puigdemont is more influential than his greatest rival and the 

rest of the candidates [see Figure 1 & 2]. Also significant is the number of comments (2,855) 

generated by the tweets posted by García Albiol, the PP’s candidate, versus those (79) elicited 
by Iceta’s, the lowest number of all. Similarly, the number of comments (7,417) corresponding 
to the pro-independence candidates (Puigdemont, Rovira and Domènech) surpassed that 
(4,483) of their constitutionalist rivals (Arrimadas, Iceta and Albiol). In other words, the higher 

level of participation of the followers of the pro-independence bloc did not lead to a higher 

level of political interaction with users. 
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 Figure 1. Combined variables for Puigdemont’s tweets/comments 

 

 

 
 Source: IBM SPSS Statistics 24, own elaboration 

 

 

 Figure 2. Combined variables for Arrimadas’ tweets/comments 

 
 Source: IBM SPSS Statistics 24, own elaboration 

 

In short, the user engagement metrics point to a high level of response on the part of the public, 

which is not usually the case with the tweets posted by political candidates. The tweets posted 

by the pro-independence candidates received a greater number of comments, which is also 

consistent with the data available on the interactivity of these candidates, especially 
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Puigdemont and, to a lesser extent, Rovira and Domènech. All of which evinces a lower level 
of political response and confirms the traditional model of the sole discourse, also in the digital 

realm. 

 

Qualitative/Discursive approach 

 

The subject matter of the tweets, considered to be one of the study’s main variables, helps to 
identify what politicians talk about on Twitter and how they go about this, on the one hand, and 

makes it possible to verify equivalences or divergences with the topics covered in the front-

page news, on the other. 

 

 What do politicians talk about on Twitter?  

 

The variables of relationship between message subject matter (i.e. tweet content) and the role 

that it played were defined. These were then applied to the sample to answer two questions: 

what the candidates talked about on Twitter and on which topics they, the users and later, the 

media themselves, focused. 

 

Table 4. Variables of approach and topic 

 
Role Topic 

Ideology Separatism/constitutionalism 

Political agenda of the electoral campaign Campaign rallies and election results 

Electoral program Proposals, advances, developments 

Media agenda News links, videos, images 

Criticism of the central government Messages against the state, unity or the 

performance of the Spanish government 

Criticism of the opposition Messages against the ideology, program or 

statements of parties and candidates 

Interaction with users Use of the mention @ and viralization of the 

message 

Mobilising the electorate Asking for their vote, the attitude towards 

abstention 

Building the candidate’s personality Human values, private life, images of internal 

meetings and functions 

Anecdotes, curiosities, irony, humor Personal comments or those aimed at other leaders 

Miscellaneous Unclassified 

Source: own elaboration 

 

The application of the variables allowed for comparing the main topics broached in the tweets 

posted and, in turn, highlighted the issues on which each one of the candidates focused. 

 

Table 5. Aim of the tweets posted by the candidates (%) 

 

 Arrimadas Puigdemont Rovira Iceta Domènech Albiol 

Ideology 21.3 23.4 16.8 12.1 8.3 19.1 
Election 

results 
11.8 8.5 9.8 11.0 9.6 10.8 

Electoral 

programme 
10.3 4.0 10.0 4.3 8.5 11.4 

Media agenda 2.3 3.2 1.8 13.2 1.9 4.6 
Criticism of 

the central 

government 

2.8 17.2 16.9 14.0 15.5 0 
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Criticism of 

the opposition 
16.8 15.1 14.8 9.5 15.2 16.6 

Interaction 

with users 
7.3 8.3 5.8 7.6 8.1 7.3 

Mobilising 

the electorate 
13.3 14. 1 10.7 10.1 12.2 10.3 

Building the 

candidate’s 
personality 

11.3 4.5 7.8 11.1 8.9 4.5 

Anecdotes, 

curiosities, 

irony, humour 

2.3 1.3 3.8 7.0 5.6 9.4 

Miscellaneous 0.5 0.4 1.8 0.1 6.2 6.0 
 

Source: own elaboration 

 

The confrontation between the separatists and the constitutionalists is a frame that defined the 

21 D Catalan elections. The tweets posted by the pro-independence candidates (Puigdemont, 

Rovira and Domènech) chiefly revolved around ‘ideology,’ ‘criticism of the central 
government,’ ‘criticism of the opposition,’ and ‘mobilizing the electorate.’ For their part, the 
constitutionalist bloc candidates (Arrimadas, Iceta and Albiol), while ignoring or playing down 

the ‘criticism of the central government,’ also focused their messages on ‘ideology’ and 
‘mobilizing the electorate.’ For Puigdemont (23.4 per cent) and Arrimadas (21.3 per cent), 
‘ideology’ was the main issue on the agenda, being employed as a way of underscoring their 

stance and the division between their parties, rather than the most frequent topics, such as the 

‘electoral program’ and the ‘election results.’ It is also important to note the percentage 
difference between the candidates of the most voted parties (Cs and JuntsXCat) with respect to 

the item ‘criticism of the central government,’ specifically 16.2 per cent in the case of 
Puigdemont versus 2.8 per cent in that of Arrimadas, a contrast also observable in the rest of 

the parties, reaching 0 per cent in the case of Albiol, the representative of the central 

government in Catalonia at the time. The percentages registered as regards the supplementary 

variables such as ‘mobilizing the electorate’ and ‘interaction with users’ on Twitter show that 
there is no direct or proportional relationship between them. Although mobilizing the electorate 

is a common feature of the discourses of leaders (all of the candidates dedicated an important 

number of tweets to doing just that, but Puigdemont stood out among the rest with 14.1 per 

cent), no correlation was observed in the interaction of the candidates with their followers. By 

and large, the results confirm the candidates’ low level of interactivity on Twitter (only 
Puigdemont registered a response rate of 8.3 per cent), as opposed to the monitoring and active 

participation of the public. 

 

 How do politicians talk about on Twitter?  

 

The language of fallacy and propaganda is a strategy that defines the discourse of political 

leaders. These are mechanisms of influence that can sway the response of users and mark 

differences in the communication model of the candidates.  

 

Table 6.  Propaganda mechanisms on the political discourse (%)  

 

 Puigdemont Arrimadas Rovira Iceta Albiol Domènech Puigdemont Arrimadas 

Use of 

Labels 
20.2   6.5   0 23.4   0.3 18.3 20.2   6.5 

Fallacy 29.8 22.1   6.3 19.6 25.7 17.4 29.8 22.1 
Stereotypes   0   0.7   3.2   1.2 27.2   0.9   0   0.7 
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Biased 

Attributions 
14.0 26.4 18.4   5.7 21.4 29.2 14.0 26.4 

Speaking 

from other 

sources 

  3.1   3.5 25.3 28.1   3.1 25.7   3.1   3.5 

Selection of 

information 
  5.6 16.3 27.9 3.2   5.2    4.2   5.6 16.3 

Opinions as 

facts 

25.7 23.7 16.6 16.1 16.5   2.1 25.7 23.7 

Others   1.3   0.6   2.2   2.4   0.4   2.2   1.3   0.6 

 
The percentages in bold correspond to the resources most used by each candidate 

Source: own elaboration 

 

The results confirm widespread use of these mechanisms by leaders. However, Puigdemont's 

role as a strategist is highlighted. The pro-independence leader especially uses fallacy (29.8), 

opinions as facts (25.7) and labels (20.2), which criticize the actions of the central government 

(f.e.see Image 1). To emphasize the message, he also uses hashtags, mentions, and links to 

information published in the media.  As for her part, Inés Arrimadas stands out for the use of 
biased attributions (26.4) and opinions as facts (23.7), appealing for compliance with the law 

on the part of the pro-independence supporters (f.e.see Image 2). 
 

  Image 1. Fallacy and Opinions as facts             Image 2.  Fallacy and Biased Attributions 

 

Source: Twitter 

 

 

 

Source: Twitter 

 

Other politicians such as Albiol (PP) reach benchmark percentages in the use of stereotypes 

(27.2), focused on the campaign slogan: “Spain is the solution.” In addition, it frequently resorts 
to the issue of the exit of companies from Catalonia as a negative consequence of the conflict 

(see f.e. Image 3). In the case of Marta Rovira (ERC), the selection of information (27.9) and 

the use of other sources (25.3) stands out and focuses on the issue of imprisoned Catalan 

politicians. (see f.e. Image 4). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

https://twitter.com/InesArrimadas/status/944321736438403074
https://twitter.com/KRLS/status/943993595165540352
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Image 3. Fallacy and Stereotypes                                       Image 4. Selection of information 

 

 

Source: Twitter 

 

 

 

     Source: Twitter 

 

A characteristic of Iceta (PSC) is the use of non-own tweets that include references to other 

sources (28.1), through links connected to the media (Image 5). Finally, Domènech (Comú-

Podems) is characterized by the use of biased attributions (29.2) referring, above all, to the role 

of Citizens in the Catalan conflict (see Image 6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://twitter.com/martarovira/status/944656737201778690
https://twitter.com/Albiol_XG/status/938095802009964544
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Image 5. Speaking from other sources                                  Image 6. Biased Attributions and Fallacy  

 

  
 

Source: Twitter                                                                                                    Source: Twitter 

 

  

 How does the political message on Twitter influence the media? 

 

The analysis performed on the national and regional newspapers selected for the study (ABC, 

El País, La Vanguardia and El Periódico de Cataluña) revealed that of the total number of 

tweets posted (526) – mostly by Puigdemont (38.6 per cent), Arrimadas (31.8 per cent) and, to 

a lesser extent, the rest of the candidates (29.5 per cent) – the content of 44 was then published 

on their front pages. 

 The specific issues relating to the general topic that received that greatest amount of front-

page coverage in the press included the ‘application of Article 155’ (27.63 per cent), 
‘Puigdemont’s flight’ (24.43 per cent), ‘imprisoned politicians’ (21.31 per cent), and the 
‘exodus of companies from Catalonia’ (9.51 per cent). 
 

Table 7.  Main topics on front-page (%) 

 
Topic ABC El País La Vanguardia El Periódico de 

Cataluña 
Total 

Article 155 7.4 6.1 6.2 7.9  27.6 
Puigdemont’s 
flight 

7.9 7.1 7.2 2.2 24.4 

Imprisoned 

politicians 
3.2 5.7 5.3 7.1 21.3 

Legal action 2.5 4.3 4.1 7.2 17.1 
Exodus of 

companies from 

Catalonia 

3.3 2.9 2.7 0.6 9.5 

 
The percentages in bold correspond to the topics most used by each newspaper. 

Source: own elaboration 

 

https://twitter.com/miqueliceta/status/951734282711650305
https://twitter.com/XavierDomenechs/status/953594295667298305
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The contingency between the variables (press/topic/candidate) reflects the relevance of the 

Article 155 issue in both newspapers, with Puigdemont (JuntsXCat) and Arrimadas (Cs) 

sharing first place. The central government’s decision to apply this article led to other conflicts 

such as ‘Puigdemont’s flight’ and the ‘exodus of companies from Catalonia,’ issues covered 
on the front page of ABC, and ‘imprisoned politicians’ and ‘legal action,’ front-page news in 

El Periódico de Cataluña. The rest of the Spanish (El País) and Catalan (La Vanguardia) press 

registered percentages more similar to the ‘relationship with current affairs’ variable, regardless 
of whether or not the news was related to the elections. Along these lines, the issue “Huida de 
Puigdemont” is highlighted on the front page with a significant percentage in both media 

(7.1/7.2). The application of 155 generated consequences linked to the electoral advance, the 

dismissal of the government of Catalonia, the imprisonment of its political representatives and 

the flight of Puiddemont, President of the Generalitat. All these issues occupy a protagonist 

space on Twitter and as a result on the front pages of the press. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The last elections in Catalonia (21D) were held in a context of confrontation and conflict 

between the political institutions of the state (the central government) and those of Catalonia 

(the Generalitat), between the pro-independence and constitutionalist parties, between the 

citizenry and also between the media themselves. The developments prior to the Catalan 

independence process (the referendum, the unilateral declaration of independence, the 

application of Article 155, the dissolution of the Catalan parliament and the election call) 

differed from the previous elections. In this respect, the results of this study point to the 

different stances taken by the candidates on Twitter, the unidirectional nature of their messages, 

propaganda discourse, the citizenry’s level of response, and the transfer and polarization of the 
political and media agendas. 

 In view of the relationship observed between the tweets posted by the candidates (not their 

parties) on their personal accounts, those that engaged users most and the issues making it to 

the front pages of the press, H1 has been confirmed. 

 The conclusions linked to this hypothesis corroborate that Twitter is a platform with 

resources that promote information sharing, interaction, and mobilization (Gainous and 

Wagner, 2014; Jackson and Lilleker, 2011; Stromer-Galley, 2014). The messages most 

commented by users correspond to the leaders who enhance a discourse based on fallacy and 

propaganda. In this line, most candidates use resources (hashtags, mentions, links) to further 

emphasize the message. Puigdemont performance on Twitter, which attracted the attention of 

his fan community and multiplied the number of comments in favor of independence, stood out 

among the rest. However, in none of the cases analyzed here was the response of the candidates 

proportional to the active participation of the public. The unidirectional nature of the messages 

and the lack of interaction defined the political communication model. 

 As to the transfer of agendas (Aruguete, 2017; Casero-Ripollés, 2015; Chadwick, 2013), 

there was a three-point correlation: the topics that the candidates broached most 

(separatism/constitutionalism, criticism/support of the Spanish and Catalan governments and 

mobilizing the electorate) were, in turn, those that then went viral on the internet and made it 

to the front pages of the press. The latter focused more on very specific issues (the application 

of Article 155, Puigdemont’s flight, imprisoned politicians, legal action, and the exodus of 
companies from Catalonia) than on topics inherent to any electoral process (the electoral 

program, the election results, or the political agenda). 

H2 was also borne out. The independence process was one of the main frames of the messages 

of the candidates and Twitter users, on the one hand, and the news published in the press, on 
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the other. This main frame was characterized by the polarization inherent to political leaders 

and the news treatment of the media. 

 The conclusions relating to this hypothesis states that topics addressed most by the 

candidates, followed most by users and covered most in the press referred to the conflict arising 

from the independence process. Moreover, the mobilization of the electorate on social media 

(Balcells and Padró-Solanet, 2016) was a common aim of all of the candidates, although it was 

the pro-independence leaders, with Puigdemont at the forefront, who managed to influence and 

attract a greater number of followers. 

 The most viral messages were posted by the pro-independence candidates, who 

incorporated the idea of separating from Spain and the conflict provoked by the central 

government (the application of Article 155, the imprisonment of a number pro-independence 

politicians, Puigdemont’s flights, and the legal action taken). The political leaders analyzed 
here encouraged the public to take an active stance on the matter (Montoya and Vandehey, 

2009; Pérez-Ortega, 2014; Rampersad, 2009), reflected in the user engagement metrics and 

especially in the comments posted on Twitter. The Catalan elections on 21 December 2017 and 

the issues relating to this type of process lost ground to the independence process as a frame of 

the political and media agenda. 

 Our findings underscore that the role of politicians on Twitter during electoral campaigns 

depends on many factors pertaining to the political and social context and the extent to which 

the influence of the subject (leader) over the object (topic) is decisive in attracting voters and 

setting agendas. 
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Abstract: An academic usually has a curriculum vitae (CV) or CV summary (resumé) that 

highlights their professional career paths. CVs contain information which is written by the 

academic to signal their qualifications and academic achievements to employers, granting 

agencies, or promotion and tenure committees. Decision makers face numerous problems with 

CVs as a vehicle that carries important information, including incomplete, outdated, biased, 

private, as well as falsified and fabricated information. To complicate matters, decision makers 

themselves could be making biased decisions even when CV information is complete and 

accurate due to potential discriminatory practices. There is weak consistency or standardization 

in implementation internationally, and little verification. This paper proposes a set of guidelines 

for verifiable, accurate, complete, updated, and public (VACUP guidelines) CVs, whether these 

be private, institutional, or owned by third parties. For the effective implementation of these 

guidelines, a new market in which a third party certifies the CV as VACUP-compliant, is 

recommended. 
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Why is a public curriculum vitae important? 

 

In academic circles, a curriculum vitae (CV) or resumé (i.e., a succinct CV and best fit criteria 

of a candidate to suit a job description; Christenbery, 2014; Hicks and Roberts, 2016) plays 

many important functions. It serves, in the most ideal of cases, as a summary of the important 
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and relevant aspects of that individual’s professional background, and lists, in detail, all of the 
academic achievements that have defined that individual’s career path as an academic, 

including as a method to evaluate research performance and output (Cañibano and Bozeman, 
2009). A CV offers a practical and simple solution to factual professional representation and 

no longer needs to be presented as a hard-copy, in paper, or even on CD-ROMs, as was 

suggested by Galdino and Gotway (2005), but can now be presented online, as a digital CV or 

e-CV. Hereafter, for simplicity sake, CV is used throughout the paper. This would include, very 

broadly, educational awards and degrees, grants and prizes, postdoc, faculty and editorial 

positions, meetings, congresses and symposia as well as a complete record of publishing in 

both peer reviewed and non-peer reviewed publications. To non-academics, and even to some 

academics, a CV might represent a “vanity item” that gloats about that individual’s academic 
past, especially for recruitment purposes. This is because there tends to be a section on skills 

or personal qualities that highlights – or praises – one’s own positive qualities. Others consider 
that “inauthentic” researchers might use a CV to feign or masquerade contributions to 
knowledge (p. 9; Dougherty, 2018). A CV is also useful for employment and for promotional 

purposes, in a gender-independent manner (Steinpreis et al., 1999). Each academic has a 

different capacity and has achieved personal accomplishments that are unique and most 

certainly incomparable. In that sense, the CV should not be used as a tool for comparison, to 

eliminate competition, or as an exclusionary or discriminatory tool, even though it 

unfortunately does – often – play this role in hiring decisions. CVs play an important role in 

hiring decisions and discriminatory practices have been observed based on a person’s name, 
gender and race. In a recent meta-analysis study on hiring discrimination, applicants in a 

minority group suffered substantial additional discrimination after a callback and significantly 

less job offers than those in the comparable majority group (Quillian et al., 2020). One serious 

consequence of discriminatory hiring practices is the falsification of CVs to mask elements 

(e.g., race) that might be discriminated against (Kang et al., 2016). When making assessments 

using a CV, individuality, career stage, research, teaching and service work loads, and not only 

productivity or graduate’s institutional (i.e., top universities) affiliations, need to be considered, 

everything else equal. 

False information within a CV can have fateful consequences, even years after a flawed 

or inaccurate CV has been used. To illustrate the importance of the CV in current misconduct 

cases, readers may refer to the Paolo Macchiarini case in which false information on his CV 

was used to secure a job at Karolinska Institutet in Sweden (Teixeira da Silva, 2017a), a fact 

that might not have been detected had no CV existed. However, in this day and age of rampant 

misconduct in research and publishing (Teixeira da Silva, 2017b), there is increasing pressure 

on the entire community (authors, editors, publishers, academic institutes, ministries of 

education, and other educational proponents) to coordinate and ensure that CVs represent much 

more than just a summary of an academic’s past. Part of the crisis in trust in academics, born 
from a reproducibility crisis (Open Science Collaboration, 2015), exists as a result of lax 

guidelines or rules regarding CVs, or CVs that are outdated, erroneous or fraudulent (Cleary 

and Horsfall, 2013). Thus, this paper proposes guidelines for verifiable, accurate, complete, 

updated, and public (VACUP guidelines) for CVs to be a standard international model. 

Regarding each of these elements, a CV needs to be verifiable and must thus exist. A CV 

should also be updated (Cleary and Horsfall, 2013) to reflect the latest status of an academic 

path. The importance of the period of updating will depend on the frequency of publication and 

on the discipline, with actively publishing individuals requiring more frequent updates than 

those that do not publish that much. Accuracy is important to reflect precise dates of positions, 

and correct meta-data of publications or titles held. CVs should be complete, and there should 

be no gaps in information, or purposefully omitted information, provided the other side is not 
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practicing discrimination, e.g., against minorities.1 Some have even suggested listing failures, 

or having a separate CV of failures or career lows.2 A complete list of congresses attended 

would allow for the assessment of the attendance of predatory congresses, provided that there 

exists a database of such congresses with detailed and specific criteria that define what makes 

them “predatory” (Teixeira da Silva et al., 2017). The risk is that the attendance of unscholarly 
or predatory conferences can be abused to give the illusion of scholarly participation, but used 

only to “inflate curricula and boost career progression” (p. 193; Cortegiani et al., 2020). Most 

importantly, even more so when academics are supported by public funding, CVs should be 

public, in an open access (OA) format, i.e., not encrypted or behind institutional paywalls or 

password protection.3 However, there is the issue of privacy and the protection of rights.4 The 

ability to independently verify the content of an applicant’s CV, including their publication 
record, has practical implications. This was demonstrated by a study that highlighted how 11% 

of papers listed by 20% of applicants to a trauma and surgical critical care fellowship program 

could not be verified (Branco et al., 2012). 

 

 

Incomplete CVs are a source of mistrust and opacity in research and publishing 

 

One of the important aspects underlying the current academic crisis of trust is that individual 

academics have been allowed, in many cases, total freedom regarding their CVs. This has 

allowed the existence of a culture where non-VACUP-compliant CVs have become the norm 

rather than the exception, or where each individual or institution has been able to determine 

what information can or should appear on a CV, but often with little regulation. Consequently, 

any academic or member of the public that wishes to independently verify a career- or 

publishing-related claim regarding that academic may find a completely unregulated 

environment, ranging widely from no public CV to fully VACUP-compliant CVs. Since 

academic publishing is an international and transnational phenomenon, an international set of 

rules that are enforced is required, which we put forward as the VACUP guidelines. With 

increasing fraud, and improved methods to detect and expose fraud, which some may associate 

with the open science movement (McKiernan et al., 2016), comes an increase in regulations, 

verifications and confirmations. As a result of more complex and stringent checks, which could 

be equated with an Orwellian state of academic publishing, academia is becoming more 

“militarized” and possibly even over-regulated (Teixeira da Silva, 2016a; Grimm and Saliba, 

2017; Aberbach and Christensen, 2018; Morrish, 2020). As a result, extreme events are starting 

to take place: academics with legendary status are falling from their status quo positions 

(Teixeira da Silva et al., 2016) as a result of whistle-blowing and public exposure, academic 

 
1 Negative aspects such as suspensions or criminal records are not usually included but would be the responsibility 

of an auditor: see sections on auditing, enforcement and compliance. 

2  https://www.theguardian.com/education/2016/apr/30/cv-of-failures-princeton-professor-publishes-resume-of-

his-career-lows (April 23, 2016; last accessed: June 20, 2020); 

https://www.princeton.edu/~joha/Johannes_Haushofer_CV_of_Failures.pdf (April 27, 2016; last accessed: June 

20, 2020) 

3 Being made public does not necessarily imply that a CV can be used by other academics to conduct research 

without obtaining official ethics approval. Such research may be intrusive, violate privacy or confidentiality of the 

individual whose CV is made available. Whether a CV that is made public is for information only or whether it 

can also be applied to research, without obtaining consent from the human subject of that CV, needs to be 

determined by a research ethics board of the institution following ethical guidelines. We caution readers that 

research on human subjects with publicly available information, such as a public CV, should be done in a way 

that protects their human dignity, privacy and confidentiality, protects free and informed consent and minimizes 

harm. 
4 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj (April 27, 2017; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
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witch-hunts and/or take-downs are occurring at record lightning speeds (e.g., Brian Wansink 

case5, from career peak to career destruction, or a boom-to-bust cycle, of about 4-6 months), 

and highly unexpected black swan events (Teixeira da Silva, 2015) are becoming more 

common place. Extreme events such as these indicate that CVs are a highly unregulated aspect 

of academic research and publishing, and thus a potentially large source of fraud. 

The fact that CVs are highly unregulated is evidenced by four high profile cases: recently, 

it was reported that Lisa Riccobene, a director in the Massachusetts medical examiner’s office, 
appeared to have falsely claimed that she had a master’s degree. That report came after her 
employer, an agency responsible for investigating violent and unexplained deaths, learned that 

Northeastern University had no record of her earning a master’s degree in psychology.6 In 2007, 

Marilee Jones, the dean of admissions at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (M.I.T) 

admitted that she had fabricated her credentials stating: “I misrepresented my academic degrees 
when I first applied to M.I.T. 28 years ago and did not have the courage to correct my résumé 
when I applied for my current job or at any time since.”7 In 2013, Leslie Cohen Berlowitz, the 

head of the prestigious American Academy of Arts and Sciences agreed to resign after 

revelations that she “embellished her résumé” by falsely claiming a doctorate from New York 
University8. And in 2015, the University of Iowa’s Faculty Assembly of the College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences approved a motion to censure9 against the incoming President, Bruce Harreld, 

for “violating professional ethics” by misrepresentations on his resumé and for failing to cite 

co-authors for nine of 12 publications listed on his resumé10. These four cases confirm that 

there is generally initially no background check, verification process or standard requirements 

for CVs of academics applying for higher education positions, despite the fact that the 

temptation to misrepresent, deceive or lie in order to get ahead is strong in this highly 

competitive sector. However, post-publication analyses can reveal erroneous or fraudulent 

elements, and lead to corrections and reparations, as demonstrated by these cases, or in more 

extreme cases, jail-time, as occurred for Macchiarini for, among other issues “lying in his CV” 

(Day, 2019). 

By standardizing the requirements for CVs, fraud might be curtailed to some extent, 

dividing academics, journals, publishers and research institutes as either VACUP-compliant or 

non-compliant. As a likely result, there may – or should be – be negative consequences for non-

VACUP-compliant entities, who will gradually be marginalized if they do not adjust to new 

VACUP-compliant regulations. This paper proposes VACUP guidelines as a tool to verify the 

professional and academic record of an author. 

 

 

Signaling theory and the role of CVs 

 

Signaling theory was developed by Nobel Laureate Michael Spence (Spence, 1974). Signals 

are used by people to convey information to others in an attempt to solve an asymmetric 

 
5  https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2018/09/20/this-ivy-league-food-scientist-was-media-darling-now-

his-studies-are-being-retracted/ (September 20, 2018; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 

6  https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2018/05/30/director-medical-examiner-office-appears-have-fabricated-

credentials/lxP6swhaBC15GYKhLwTWyN/story.html?s_campaign=bdc:article:stub (May 30, 2018; last 

accessed: June 20, 2020) 
7 https://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/27/us/27mit.html (April 27, 2007; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
8  https://www.boston.com/uncategorized/noprimarytagmatch/2013/07/25/embattled-head-of-american-academy-

of-arts-and-sciences-resigns-after-questions-about-resume (July 25, 2013; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
9  https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2015/09/24/iowa-faculty-group-censures-incoming-

president#.VgP-OrvfwME.twitter (September 24, 2015; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
10  http://www.thegazette.com/subject/news/education/higher-education/university-of-iowa-liberal-arts-college-

faculty-rebukes-new-president-20150924 (September 24, 2015; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
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informational problem (Connelly et al., 2011). Spence’s seminal work considered education as 
a signaling device which is undertaken by someone (from hereafter named the “sender”) in 
order to communicate to the prospective employer (from hereafter named the “receiver”) that 
they have a higher ability and thus can be employed at a higher wage rate. There is an 

asymmetry of information between the two parties. The receiver does not know if the person is 

of high ability and thus productive or not. In order for the receiver to be convinced that the 

sender is more productive, the sender invests in a signal, education, which is costly. Education 

is thus a vehicle to communicate to the receiver that (s)he is of higher ability and thus deserves 

a higher salary. Furthermore, Spence argued that for a signal to be effective the cost of 

education for a high-ability person has to be lower than the cost to someone of lower ability. It 

is interesting that one of the first things a CV includes when it communicates information and 

signals quality is the past education accomplishments of the sender. 

The applicant-sender wants to send information and signals that will increase their chances 

for the position they are aiming for. The sender decides which information and signals to 

communicate, via the CV, to the receiver. Usually positive information (i.e., research record 

sometimes using journal impact factors as signals) is communicated while negative (i.e., a 

criminal record, retractions, spin, p-hacking, manipulation of data and results, biases, etc.) are 

not sent to receivers as such information would reduce the chances of the sender being selected. 

In addition, if the sender believes that there is discrimination, they might hide some information 

from the CV such as age, gender and other elements associated with minority groups (Derous 

and Decoster, 2017; Kang et al., 2016; Foley and Williamson, 2018; Hartwell et al., 2020). The 

sender has an advantage in that they are true insiders of their own private information and can 

choose what information is signaled to the receiver and what is not via their CV. They can hide 

some of this information from the CV if it is to their benefit to do so. However, a VACUP-

compliant CV is complete and thus no information, positive or negative, is hidden11. In addition, 

it would be sufficiently tone-neutral in order to avoid a skewed impression and thus would not 

require impression management (Waung et al., 2017). However, in order to have the sender 

comply and not hide information there should be a cost/penalty for hiding information that is 

valuable to the receiver. The cost of signaling information is fundamental for its effectiveness. 

A costly signal is credible. Credibility is at stake with CVs because preparation is not very 

costly. Moreover, for the CV to act as an effective signal of quality it must have a lower cost 

to high quality senders than those senders who are of lower quality or are not qualified. 

Introducing a penalty is to make the cost higher for those that are not qualified for the position 

but who attempt to misinform receivers. The above analysis assumes that the receiver is 

unbiased and does not hire using discriminatory practices, which might not be the case. 

A CV has many similarities with financial statements that firms release. Financial 

statements, such as a balance sheet or income statement, are released in order to provide 

information. Firms who have information use financial statements as a signaling or 

communication device to send information to investors, lenders and creditors who lack this 

information but want to make decisions based on the information contained in such statements. 

The purpose of a CV is the same as that of financial statements released by firms, namely the 

transfer of valuable information from one informed party to another party that is uninformed. 

This comparison is expanded upon later in the paper. 

 

 

 
11  A 100% VACUP-compliant CV is likely impossible, as aspects such as bias, spin, and difficult to track 

imperfections are usually not visible until post-publication, if detected at all. It is also highly likely that not all 

errors can be eliminated, and there should be no punitive consequences for honest error, which can easily be 

reported to prospective employers. However, manipulated facts that result in an erroneous CV should have more 

forcible consequences, depending on their seriousness, such as rejection, suspension, job loss, etc. 
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Why is a CV an imperfect communication device and can it be improved? 

 

Although a CV carries information and signals to the receiver to make decisions, it is usually not 

sufficient. Additional signals that accompany the CV are usually required by the receiver, such 

as submitting a cover letter, interviewing the candidate, requesting reference letters, external 

assessment of the applicant’s work are examples of additional information the receiver requests 

to make an informed decision. This implies that the CV is an imperfect communication device 

that is not very effective to convince the receiver that the sender is of good or suitable “quality”. 
The more information and signals that are sent, the greater the effectiveness of signaling “quality. 
Information in a CV can be manipulated by the sender if there are no, or limited, costs associated 

with the creation of a CV. If there are no costs, senders will want to indicate high ability (i.e., 

skills or “quality”) when in fact they may be of low ability. The cost of preparing and sending 
information via a CV is thus not inversely proportional to the sender’s “quality”. Hence there is 
an incentive for senders of low “quality” to make their CV look much richer than it is, in order 
to achieve the goal they aim to achieve.12 This is why additional information beyond the CV, 

personal or via bibliographic information lists (Dorsch et al., 2018), is usually required. Requiring 

additional information increases the cost to the sender but also to the receiving party who needs 

time to verify and check the information and signals. How can a CV be more effective? First, it 

has to be made more costly to those that do not reveal the truth in their CVs. Dishonest 

information and signals should not be rewarded, and should have serious consequences, even 

punishment, if the dishonesty is intentional, provided the other side is playing fair. However, a 

CV that follows VACUP guidelines may effectively separate CVs of high “quality” relative to 
those of lower “quality”. How can senders be enforced to follow VACUP guidelines? This issue 

is particularly relevant in the peer reviewer rewards scheme at Publons (Teixeira da Silva, 2020a). 

The issue of enforcement is dealt with later on in this paper. 

 

 

Independent versus centralized CVs: real risks of bias and lack of control / enforcement 

 

Should CVs be independently managed at the academic’s discretion, or should the location where 
a CV is publicly displayed be centrally controlled? Some possible answers and solutions to these 

questions would be related to the employment status of an academic. Retired or independently 

operating academics would have to independently manage their CVs, verification could be by 

peers and the wider academic pool or public, while control would come from potential employees, 

journals and publishers. In contrast, an academic who is employed by a research institute (or 

broadly the employer if the context is non-academic, e.g., a commercial company) would likely 

have to exercise self-management of their CV, but enforcement of the VACUP guidelines could 

be achieved by their employer. A journal or publisher that would only allow the submission of 

papers from VACUP-compliant authors would rely on the accuracy of the employer or research 

institute. As an example, a staff member in the department of human resources could be tasked 

with verifying that the CVs of all that institute’s employees are VACUP-compliant. This would 

involve additional costs, no doubt, but would bring additional reputational value to that institute. 

Furthermore, those journals or publishers operating with VACUP guidelines would only accept 

 
12 We draw readers’ attention to the issue of “cosmetic” changes to embellish CVs, either to enhance the visual 

aspect, or to create a false impression. The public face of a CV might change depending on the intended goal. For 

example, a person trying to score a job might use the CV quite differently to a person showing their CV on a social 

media platform like Facebook, ResearchGate, or even their peer review CV on Publons, where an intrinsic level 

of bias exists, i.e., users tend to show their best. Thus, only factual information can be checked and controlled. 

The rest (visual) is cosmetic. 
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papers from VACUP-compliant authors.13 In this case, empowering publishers is not necessarily 

a negative aspect because it adds greater ethical responsibilities on their shoulders. To a greater 

extent, this ensures that individuals they allow to publish on their platforms and in their journals 

are valid, and that submissions are not from fake authors or identities with fake CVs. This will 

also provide academics additional power to hold publishers more accountable. 

 

 

The importance of declared versus undeclared conflicts of interest 

 

Conflicts of interest (COIs) are relationships – personal or professional – that may influence the 

outcome of an event, whether this be related to research or publishing. Hidden COIs are thus an 

increasingly serious problem in academic publishing, and may be starting to express themselves 

in preprints (Teixeira da Silva, 2017c). Even academic papers that contain COI statements cannot 

be independently verified at the time of publication, by virtue of the fact that a COI is situational, 

and dependent on the time frame of conflicting interests (Fineberg, 2017). Hidden COIs may be 

exposed during whistle-blowing or post-publication peer review. In some cases, hidden COIs 

may lead to the retraction of published articles if the authors fail to disclose competing interests. 

Medical journals are especially strict about undisclosed, i.e., hidden, COIs. For example, in 

October 2016, Chest, an Elsevier journal, retracted14 a study by Nieman et al. (2015) after 

learning about hidden COIs from a reader15, when the authors failed to report having presented 

in conferences sponsored by Dräger, which manufactures ventilating devices, and having 
received honoraria and travel remuneration from Dräger. The same authors also failed to report 
this COI in three more papers published in JAMA Surgery, which they then reported to the editor 

in Habashi et al. (2016). Unlike the Nieman et al. paper, which was retracted, corrections were 

issued for the JAMA Surgery papers.16 An even greater risk, given the gate-keeper role that editors 

play in academic publishing (Teixeira da Silva and Dobránszki, 2018), are the gross lack of 
declared COIs by journal editors on their own CVs or on journal websites (Teixeira da Silva et 

al., 2019). 

In the context of biomedical publishing, the hidden COIs described above are not surprising 

and may be more common that many would like to believe. Rasmussen et al. (2015) investigated 

the prevalence of disclosing COIs by 318 Danish non-industry employed physicians who 

authored 100 clinical trial reports, and found that 13% of the 318 authors did not disclose the trial 

sponsor or manufacturer of the trial drugs, when Rasmussen et al. extracted the names and COI 

statements of the 318 Danish non-industry employed physicians from the Danish Registry of 

Authorization to Practice Medicine17, they concluded that in trial reporting, 136 of the 318 

authors they investigated, 43% had undisclosed COIs with any drug manufacturer. Rasmussen et 

al. (2015) could have used VACUP-compliant authors’ CVs, had there been any, instead of 
having to check the Danish Registry of Authorization to Practice Medicine and extract the names 

and COI statements to determine whether a COI did exist or not in clinical trial reporting. 

In light of the above examples, having a VACUP-compliant CV would immediately 

 
13 Multiple-author papers would need each author to be VACUP-compliant. 
14 See notice of retraction which describes the reason Chest retracted the article: “the Journal determined that the 
authors had not conformed to the Journal's Instructions to Authors to disclose all relevant conflicts of interest by 

failing to disclose major competing interests that are, in the judgment of the Journal, likely to influence 

interpretations or recommendations”. https://journal.chestnet.org/article/S0012-3692(16)57628-4/fulltext (last 

accessed: June 20, 2020) 
15 https://retractionwatch.com/2017/01/19/undisclosed-conflicts-often-lead-corrections-not-always/ (January 19, 

2017; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
16 https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamasurgery/fullarticle/2547677 (December, 2016; last accessed: June 20, 

2020) 
17 Rasmussen et al. extracted COI statements from the National Board of Health. Danish Authorisation Register. 
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eliminate the risks of hidden COIs, because it would allow would-be employers or academic 

institutional management to assess actual or possible COIs and then advise the author as to what 

should be stated in a published paper. In other words, rather than the author being fully 

responsible for the COI statement in an academic paper, there would be an interaction with the 

author’s research institute to seek advice as to what constitutes actual or possible COIs. These 

would then be listed both on the VACUP-compliant CV, as well as in published academic papers. 

VACUP-compliant CVs and journals or publishers operating with the VACUP guidelines might 

eliminate the need for the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) COI form, 

since COIs would be covered by the all-encompassing CV. 

 

 

What information should a VACUP-compliant CV contain? 

 

Below we list, in no particular order, broad and detailed aspects of a CV that would make it 

VACUP-compliant. These include, based on Galdino and Gotway (2005), Flannery et al. 

(2014), Price (2014), and Hicks and Roberts (2016)18: 

 

1) A list of undergraduate and graduate degrees obtained, including the period of study (month, 

year), the full name of the institute and the degree obtained, and the country where the 

degree was obtained. Such degrees include, for the sciences, BSc, MSc, or PhD degrees, 

for the arts, BA, MA, or PhD degrees, and for the medical sciences, MD, licensure, 

residency certificate and board certification. In addition, special degrees conferred, 

including honorary professorships, honorary doctorates, and honorary fellowships should 

be clearly listed as such, i.e., as honorary or “by nomination”. 

2) A list of publications (theses, reports, unpublished documents, preprints, non-peer reviewed 

papers, peer-reviewed papers, book chapters, and conference papers). Vanity-inducing and 

meritocracy-based (Vale, 2012) criteria with no or limited academic value such as the 

Clarivate Analytics’ journal impact factor (JIF) (Teixeira da Silva and Bernès, 2018) or 
Elsevier/Scopus CiteScore (Teixeira da Silva and Memon, 2017; Teixeira da Silva, 2020b) 

should not be reported in a CV, nor should they be complemented with a wider balance of 

factors, such as altmetrics, or public bibliometric indexes such as the h-index (Cleary et al., 

2013). In addition to the vanity-based argument, one of the risks is the inclusion of false 

positives in Google Scholar profiles which may artificially inflate the academic’s h-index, 

so use of this metric in a CV, especially if it is not carefully or accurately curated, will give 

an inflated perspective of that academic (Teixeira da Silva, 2018). 

3) Links to institutional e-portfolios (Baird et al., 2016; Poot, 2016). 

4) Awards, fellowships, scholarships, grants. 

5) Previous employment. 

6) Short description of recent activity. 

7) Academic services, memberships and roles in scientific and professional committees, 

societies, editorial boards. 

8) Supervisor and advisor activity in higher education (MSc, PhD, postdoctoral scholars). 

9) Collaborations: scientific, industrial, etc.. Supervisor or participant activities in all previous 

research projects, research funding. The description should be suitable for indicating or 

excluding any COIs. 

10) Languages and the skills in them (reading, speaking and their degree). 

 
18 The purpose of this paper is not to provide advice on structure, style or visual aspects to improve readability; 

these are aspects that can be gleaned from the references indicated and from a wealth of other general CV-related 

literature on general biomedical science databases such as PubMed. 
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The importance of an ombudsman, public relations or liaison officer, and a research 

integrity office 

 

A VACUP-compliant CV has little value if the institution where an academic is working is 

unable to regulate that academic, or to liaise with academics or members of the public that 

might have non-VACUP-compliant CVs. For this reason, an institute should have an 

ombudsman, public relations (or liaison) officer (PRO), and a research integrity office (RIO) 

to deal with queries and/or complaints from the public, including anonymous complaints 

(Wager et al., 2017). False, misleading or incorrect information in a CV or in a publishing 

record needs to be reported to an academic, and absent any response from that academic (e.g., 

that academic is deceased, their email no longer works, or they simply do not respond for any 

reason), then a university ombudsman, PRO or RIO must be responsible for resolving such 

issues officially with the complainant within a reasonable amount of time. The same, but 

reciprocal rule, applies to an academic or member of the public that finds problems with the 

CV of an editor or with the CV of a member of the publishing establishment, including the 

Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE), which has been without an ombudsman since 

February, 201619, which indicates that any public concerns about COPE members that arise 

from academics or the public cannot be suitably handled (Teixeira da Silva, 2017d). As for 

COPE, organizations that are supposed to have an ombudsman, but that do not, decrease trust, 

and display opacity in issues related to their academics. Since COPE oversees the integrity of 

the academic literature by its member journals and publishers, which is intricately related to 

CVs, thus VACUP-compliant CVs should be a serious future consideration by this and other 

ethical bodies. 

 

 

Enforcement and certifying that a CV is VACUP-compliant via the private sector 

 

Having VACUP guidelines is good in theory, but how can they be implemented in practice? 

Enforcement is difficult and it can be argued that it infringes on individual rights. In addition, 

requiring and monitoring VACUP-compliant guidelines would be a costly activity. The costs 

would include resources that would be needed to devote to enforcement and monitoring the 

VACUP guidelines. This is especially true with small universities or in poorer countries. Who 

will bear these costs, the employer, the researcher or society in general? It is likely that no one 

will bear these costs except if there are benefits that will exceed the costs. Since the receiver 

does not know if the sender is telling or conveying the truth in their CV about their career and 

qualifications, then the receiver stands to benefit from a CV that is VACUP-compliant because 

the information will be verifiable, accurate, complete, updated and publicly available. Thus the 

receiver has an interest for CVs to be VACUP-compliant. The receiver could then ask that a 

CV is certified to be VACUP-compliant. Introducing a third party that will certify that CVs are 

VACUP-compliant for a small fee might be a possible solution. The third party is paid a fraction 

of the net benefits of the sender and it might be in the interest of the receiver to pay such a fee 

to certify that the CV is VACUP-compliant. 

If certification is a possible solution to adopt VACUP guidelines, then a market needs to 

be established via a third-party to check and verify if a CV is VACUP-compliant. If both the 

sender and receiver of the information stand to benefit, then some of these benefits can be 

shared with the third-party. Since there is a cost for the certification process, those who are low 

quality or those that want to cheat by providing false information and signals would avoid 

pursuing certification as they would either be caught cheating or hiding information by a CV 

 
19 https://publicationethics.org/news/applications-cope-ombudsman (February 3, 2016; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
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certification third-party20. Even if such individuals would be capable of deceiving the third-

party, it would add to their costs to make such certification less attractive. Certification would 

separate those that have nothing to hide from those that want to hide information. The receiver 

would then require that a CV is VACUP-certified. A specialized auditor could offer advice or 

recommendations as to how to get a CV certified, i.e., VACUP-compliant. 

Corporate scandals and accounting frauds caused a U.S. legislation to be enacted in 200221 

which directs the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to require CEOs and CFOs 

of large publicly traded companies to certify that their financial statements are accurate and 

complete. Certification verifies accuracy and completeness of financial statements22. As a result, 

certification sends a signal to uninformed investors, lenders and creditors that the audited 

financial statements represent an accurate and complete picture of the organization. 

Independent external auditors are hired and get paid by the firm to certify that their financial 

statements and their reporting methods are accurate and comply with Generally Accepted 

Accounting Principles (GAAP). 23  The audit signals to the market that management has 

presented a true picture of financial performance and position. The auditors check and certify 

that the reports and methods are accurate, complete and that the internal processes are 

satisfactory. 

In order to reduce academic scandals, legislation might be required which mandates 

senders to certify their CVs are VACUP-compliant. This can be done through external 

independent auditors. For tenure and promotion, this job is not currently performed by 

independent external referees who are experts in the area as they examine only the content they 

are given. The auditors being envisioned are different from external assessors for promotion 

and tenure decisions. They will be hired and get paid by the senders to certify that their CV 

complies with the VACUP guidelines. By having the CV audited, the sender signals to the 

receiver that their CV is VACUP certified, adding academic and employment “value” to the 
sender. Namely, such a CV would be officially verified for accuracy and completeness, updated 

and available to the public. 

Steps in auditing financial statements are well established and the same process can be 

applied to auditing and certifying VACUP compliant CVs. Steps are planning the audit, 

assessing the environment and risk, information gathering, cross checking for accuracy and/or 

misreporting information, and finally reporting the results of the audit and certifying that a CV 

is VACUP-compliant (see hypothetical case study in separate section below). 

The process starts with a contract written to audit the sender’s CV with full compliance of 
the sender with the auditor. The next step formalizes the procedures and timing of events of the 

audit. The auditor then examines the environment and policies of the institution where the 

sender works and assesses the risks that could lead to material being misrepresented or 

purposely hidden from the CV. Gathering information and cross checking to verifying 

information follows. This step is very important as the auditor scans the academic’s CV and 
examines selected documents including cross-checking with journal editors and collaborators 

and other platforms such as Academia.edu, Google Scholar, ResearchGate, Open Researcher 

and Contributor ID (ORCID), and Mendeley, to name a few. Once the CV is certified as 

meeting the VACUP guidelines, it is then made publicly available, but subjected to annual 

updates. VACUP certification CV would comply to Generally Accepted CV Principles 

(GACVP). 

 
20 The exception here would be a corrupt certification provider. 

21 See Section 302 of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act: https://www.sec.gov/rules/final/33-8124.htm (August 30, 2002; 

last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
22 Furthermore executive managers are required to certify that there are internal controls in place with policies and 

processes that assure trustworthy financial reporting as well as compliance with regulations and the law. 
23 https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gaap.asp (April 20, 2020; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
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It is worth quoting the conclusion of a speech on Financial Reporting and Accounting 

Fraud by Andrew Ceresney, the Co-Director of the Division of Enforcement of the American 

Law Institute Continuing Legal Education, Washington, D.C. to the US Securities and 

Exchange Commission on Sept. 19, 201324: “The importance of pursuing financial fraud cannot 
be overstated. Comprehensive, accurate and reliable financial reporting is the bedrock upon 

which our markets are based because false financial information saps investor confidence and 

erodes the integrity of the markets. For our capital markets to thrive, investors must be able to 

receive an unvarnished assessment of a company's financial condition. Financial reports must 

provide transparency for investors, and must not obscure the truth, even if that truth is 

inconvenient. The last decade is full of painful reminders of how important reliable information 

is to investors, to markets and to regulators. And so, in a post-crisis world, the SEC must renew 

its focus on financial reporting and accounting so that investors and regulators receive the 

accurate information that sustains our markets.” That speech also concludes: “To wrap this all 
up, […] it is imperative that we amplify our efforts to root out financial fraud and ensure that 

investors receive accurate, transparent, and complete financial information.” 

Financial statements are UP (updated and publicly available for large organizations) but 

the problem is VAC which is equivalent to financial statements being accurate, transparent and 

have complete (ATC) information. If financial statements must be ATCUP so too must CVs be 

VACUP, to reduce academic and resumé fraud. 

 

 

Enforcement and certifying that a CV is VACUP-compliant via the public sector 

 

The enforcement and certification of a CV as being VACUP-compliant would likely only be 

achieved through the public or private sector. The enforcement and certification via the private 

market was discussed in the previous section and can be implemented in nations that do not 

have the resources or public institutions to carry out these transactions as these are costly 

activities. In the case of government-controlled research institutes or publicly-funded research 

institutes, an already established government agency could serve as the auditor, while a third 

party could be required for privately run research institutes. As a hypothetical example, we 

would look at the US research and education system to offer some perspectives. We assume 

that three currently existing bodies that already have an established infrastructure, could be 

involved: the NIH (National Institutes of Health), ORI (Office of Research Integrity), and the 

IRS (Internal Revenue Service). The NIH would serve as the overseeing body, the ORI would 

be involved in compliance, while the IRS would be involved with auditing. Since the public 

funds these agencies through taxes, it is in the interest of tax-paying members of the public that 

their taxes be used to fund researchers that are acting ethically, and honestly, including having 

a VACUP-compliant CV. The enforcement triage we suggest brings direct benefit to tax-payers, 

the government, and to the education system overall. 

In the above hypothetical example, let us assume that the IRS discovers, in an annual audit, 

fake information or errors in a CV of government-employed researcher. Who does the IRS 

report this error to? There are two possibilities here: a) an honest error or omission in which a 

short notice to the “sender” (the government-employed academic who is paid by tax-payers 

money) that the error needs to be fixed, thereby allowing certification to be approved; b) 

dishonesty, in which a lie or dishonest action is reported to an ethical entity or legal body, in 

this case, the NIH and/or ORI. Since both the NIH and ORI are government controlled, both 

would have interest in only employing academics with VACUP-compliant CVs, thus entrusting 

such individuals with public funding to conduct research. The receiver, or employer, which in 

 
24 https://www.sec.gov/news/speech/spch091913ac (September 19, 2013; last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
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this case is the US Government (via the NIH), or pockets of specialty researchers such as the 

USDA (United States Department of Agriculture), could then decide if they employ a person, 

even if they have retractions. In the latter case, the employer can appreciate that a researcher 

was honest by reporting the retraction(s), sending also an important signal that retractions 

should not necessarily be met with a discriminatory response, i.e., VACUP-compliant CVs 

could be part of the destigmatization of retractions currently plaguing the retraction boom 

(Teixeira da Silva and Al-Khatib, 2020). 

 

 

Envisioning a VACUP-compliant vs non-VACUP-compliant academic world 

 

As indicated earlier in this paper, academic publishing is not without fraud and criminality such 

as journal hijacking and identity fraud (Dadkhah et al., 2016), or falsifying data and reports to 

defraud the government. As a result, criminal liability, which may lead to extreme measures, 

including imprisonment, to counter such non-academic, dishonest or fraudulent behavior, have 

begun to evolve (Druzin and Li, 2011; Hickman et al., 2019). However, what has been observed 

is that the crisis is not limited exclusively to authors and academics, but may be extended to 

editors and editors in chief (EICs), journals, publishers or even research institutes that may be 

embracing a culture of dishonesty or fraud by abusing their journal’s citations, using editorial 
positions to pad their CVs even though they are not pro-active, or offering protection to corrupt 

or fraudulent academics among author ranks, all because editors with suitable academic or 

ethical qualifications were not properly vetted (Teixeira da Silva, 2017e; Teixeira da Silva and 

Al-Khatib, 2017). The selection of inappropriate or unethical editors can only occur when they 

do not follow VACUP guidelines and only when VACUP-compliant CVs are publicly available 

for such editors can such editorial gaffes be eliminated. One example is the removal of 

Ashutosh Tiwari as the guest editor of a special issue of MDPI’s Sensors, after it was discovered 

that he was using a fake professor title, not only for that special issue, but for other academic 

activities, including suspect conferences.25 

As a result, as VACUP guidelines are implemented, a VACUP-compliant vs non-VACUP-

compliant academic world will emerge. This will affect trust in individual academics, 

university rankings, and even funding by funding agencies. Open and transparent academics 

will reflect positively on their academic institutes and on the journals in which they publish, 

while VACUP-compliant editors and EICs will allow academics to trust – beyond artificial 

metrics with no intrinsic academic value (Teixeira da Silva and Bernès, 2018) – an editor board, 

and by association, a journal or publisher. Consequently, VACUP-compliant CVs will attract 

funding from agencies that can trust candidates and their research institutes. VACUP-compliant 

CVs thus have a net-positive snow-ball impact on research and on the publishing enterprise. 

The existence of VACUP-compliant academics, editors/EICs, journals and publishers, and 

research institutes will then allow any member of the public to determine whether they are 

predatory (i.e., if their existence is merely to exploit the system to their advantage using opaque, 

dishonest, unfair or criminal/illegal strategies; Teixeira da Silva, 2013a) or zombified (i.e., they 

have reached such a level of corruption that they can no longer be deemed to be academic, and 

yet continue to exist because there is no system in place to expunge them from the system 

following proof of corruption; Teixeira da Silva, 2016b). In this sense, an institutional RIO is 

required to ensure that academics and institutional management are VACUP-compliant, while 

an ombudsman or PR/liaison officer maintains trust in the public domain by offering subjective 

 
25  https://www.the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/51363/title/Sensors--Journal-Pulls-Planned-Special-Issue-Due-to-Guest-Editor-s-

Fake-Credentials/ (January 16, 2018; last accessed: June 20, 2020); https://forbetterscience.com/?s=Ashutosh+Tiwari (last accessed: June 20, 

2020) 
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proof of the academic nature and honesty, openness and transparency of an organization’s 
members, i.e., the academic research institute and its academics. Part of the work portfolio of 

an institution’s PRO/liaison officer would be to ensure that publicly available CVs are accurate 
and updated. However, if the institution does not have the resources then it can rely on the 

private sector to certify a CV to be VACUP compliant, similar to private accounting firms and 

the industry that certifies the financial statements of small, medium and large size firms. 

 

 

What choices currently exist for non-institutional CVs? 

 

There are now several privately owned non-institutional platforms that serve as informal 

systems for academics to show-case or represent their CVs. Some of the largest include 

Academia.edu, ResearchGate, Google Scholar, ORCID, Mendeley, or Loop, the latter two 

owned by publishers Elsevier B.V. and Frontiers Media Inc., respectively. However, the 

content of these CVs is controlled by the academics themselves, and even though some 

functions are automatic, such as the notice to include a published paper linked with a DOI into 

a profile soon after publication or indexing, there does not appear to be any control by the 

platform owners to ensure that the profiles are accurate, update, or complete, thus reducing 

their functionality as a tool for increasing accountability and reproducibility in academic 

research and publishing. Even though ORCID26,27 was created as a centralized nonproprietary 

data-base of author identification or disambiguation (Vrabel, 2016), this centralized system is 

being rapidly adopted and implemented by a vast swathe of publishers hoping to reduce or 

erase fraudulent authors and peers from their journals, but the transition from a voluntary to a 

mandatory registration poses serious violations to authors’ rights, such as freedom of choice or 
the right to protest not wishing to belong to this centralized author-registration and verification 

system (Teixeira da Silva, 2017f). More recently, SciENcv (Science Experts Network 

Curriculum Vitae)28 was launched, describing itself as “A researcher profile system for all 
individuals who apply for, receive or are associated with research investments from federal 

agencies” (Vrabel, 2016), but its use is limited to the US, and to researchers associated with 
US federal agencies, hinting at greater accountability. Time will tell if SciENcv and ORCID 

are VACUP-compliant. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

There are strong parallels between the arguments for or against maintaining the accuracy of the 

academic record, and maintaining the accuracy of an academic’s professional record, or CV. A 
lot of the literature (PubMed) that can be found prior to the turn of the century, and even up to 

about 2010, regarding CVs involves hints and tips at how to improve and promote the writing 

of the content and the visual aspects to make it more attractive to potential employers. Such 

non-academic, superficial and vanity-based factors continue to plague the true importance of 

an academic CV. In the current age of a biomedical science publishing landscape that may be 

in crisis, a CV (institutional or social media-based) can no longer simply represent a biased 

vanity-based self-representation of one’s career. Nor should a CV be used to represent one’s 
publishing career or conference attendance in a biased manner to eliminate so-called “predatory” 
publications of conferences (Cappell, 2015; Cobey et al., 2017; Moher et al., 2017), or based 

 
26 https://orcid.org/ (last accessed: June 20, 2020) 

27 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ORCID (last accessed: June 20, 2020) 

28 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sciencv/ (last accessed: June 20, 2020) 
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exclusively on leading or popular databases (Negahdary, 2017), as such approaches skew the 

reality of a CV, offer only a positive perspective, and do not reflect a complete vision of the 

academic (Teixeira da Silva and Tsigaris, 2018). Similarly, the impact that publications in low-

JIF journals (Donnelly et al., 2019) is irrelevant to their VACUP-compliance, as a CV should 

carry the list of all publications including in journals with a high, low or no JIF. Curiously, a 

survey among economists indicated that adding lower-tier publications to a publications record 

(CV) created a negative impression of the author, relative to a CV that carried only the higher-

tier publications (Powdthavee et al., 2018). Using the VACUP guidelines, this paper puts 

forward clearer principles by which a CV should be used, what should be included, and advice 

regarding several aspects of CVs that are pertinent to an evolving publishing landscape. 

Naturally, CVs should continue to be used in their regular form, for employment or grant 

applications, but following VACUP guidelines, and they should preferably be integrated within 

a balanced quantitative system of evaluation, such as the Global Science Factor (Teixeira da 

Silva, 2013b), that can be independently verified. It is only when a CV is VACUP-compliant 

that it can be used for research evaluation and then be used for academic and scientific 

recognition (Youtie et al., 2013). 

 

 

Limitations of the VACUP guidelines 

 

While the ideas put forward in this “prototype” paper, and while we have argued for the 

implementation of the VACUP guidelines for the standardization of CVs for academic, 

scholarly, tenure and publishing purposes, we recognize that such ideas are only of value if 

they gain traction and become implemented. Academia as a whole would first have to 

appreciate the risks to the integrity of their own literature by the existence of false elements 

such as pseudonymous and fake authors who publish deceptive papers, thereby eroding trust in 

the journals that they also publish in, in order to appreciate that a validated CV could be the 

first step towards an integrated ethics-based value system in academic publishing. As one 

example, had three Springer Nature (Springer Open) journals (Advances in Difference 

Equations, Fixed Point Theory and Applications, and Journal of Inequalities and Applications) 

employed the VACUP guidelines, most likely Beatriz Ychussie, a fake author, would likely not 

have been able to submit to these journals since Roskilde University in Denmark, would have 

formally validated the existence of, and the credibility of the author, in order to allow for a 

paper to be submitted to any one of these three journals. For clarity, Beatriz Ychussie was never 

associated with Roskilde University. The risk with this case – and there are a growing number 

of cases like it – is that the fraudulent person or group that created the fake Beatriz Ychussie is 

still out there and may have created other false papers, thereby polluting the scientific literature, 

devaluing the value of these ranked and metricized journals (2-year journal impact factor of 

1.510 and 1.136 for Advances in Difference Equations and Journal of Inequalities and 

Applications, respectively, and a CiteScore of 1.15 for Fixed Point Theory and Applications) 

with supposed peer review. Those journals and publishers should have, as part of their social 

and scholarly responsibilities, detected the false entities, to ensure that submitting authors are 

not fake. However, editorial and publisher responsibility and oversight failed, thereby indirectly 

causing harm (reputational and otherwise) to other valid authors who have published in those 

journals. The inability of such publishing entities to effectively pre-screen valid from fake 

authors may be expanding the predatory publishing market (Teixeira da Silva, 2020c). Thus, 

only through real cases of fraud, and an understanding of the risks that they pose to all of 

academia, not only to editors and journals, may be the impetus for academics, editors, journals 

and publishers to begin to consider the VACUP guidelines as an essential part of publishing’s 

https://advancesindifferenceequations.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s13662-020-2515-4
https://advancesindifferenceequations.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s13662-020-2515-4
https://fixedpointtheoryandapplications.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s13663-020-0671-6
https://journalofinequalitiesandapplications.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s13660-020-02341-9
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academic integrity, when integrated as part of the manuscript submission process. In summary, 

user risk will stimulate user need and application. 

Evidently, the CV of a postdoctoral student or a tenured professor might differ 

considerably, both in terms of work experience and publications list (quality and quantity). It 

would thus be erroneous to make direct comparisons between such divergent scholarly profiles 

in any way. At the same time, the greater the academic path, the greater the risks, so an 

individual who has 50 publications in their career (or in journals with lower rank) might invite 

less scrutiny than one with 500 publications (or in journals with higher rank). Thus, risk of 

scrutiny, usually of problematic literature, may understandably increase with the level of 

experience of an academic, leaving “lower” ranked or level academics under-scrutinized. The 

proposed VACUP guidelines to some extent level the playing field by expecting the 

information in the CV of a junior academic to be as accurate as that of a senior academic, 

independent of their individual achievements. 

It is important to highlight that although implementing a VACUP-compliant CV is likely 

to discourage an underestimated number of academics from falsifying their credentials and 

accomplishments when applying for jobs (Phillips et al., 2019), decision makers should be 

cognizant of the fact that using a VACUP-compliant CV in hiring decisions is unlikely to 

eliminate prestige, affiliation or reputational biases which, according to Safón (2019), are 
influenced by university rankings. Freeman and DiRamio (2016) found that the brand and 

reputation of an applicant’s university influenced selection decisions, as this happens because 
an affiliation with a top tier university “signals to a search committee that the candidate likely 
has access to an influential network and has been trained to publish in top tier periodicals”. 
Despite their flaws and biases, rankings play a major role in hiring decisions at some 

universities and in particular universities that strive to increase their global rankings 

(Bhattacharjee, 2011). 

Economic limitations of verification for universities from poorer nations should be 

considered. It might be very difficult for smaller institutions to have the financial resources to 

have positions such as an ombudsman, PRO or RIO to deal with ethics-related complaints. 

While it is possible that developed nations could afford such an infrastructure, this may not be 

the case for poorer nations. In order to overcome this financial constraint, we recommend the 

development of a market whose role as a third part is to certify that CVs are VACUP-compliant, 

or not, as discussed in the section on the enforcement and certification of the VACUP 

compliance of a CV via the private sector. The creation of this market will need to be monitored, 

but it will also create jobs for both underdeveloped and developed nations, releasing the need 

to spend resources on a monitoring system within the institute or via the public sector. 
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