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Preface

This book on media and mass communication discusses the recent technical developments that have affected 
media portrayal, media transmission methods and media consumption technologies. Advancement of 
technology plays an important role in the way media is received. Broadcasting and similar technologies of 
circulation make the media an important part of our daily lives. Some of the diverse topics covered in this book 
address the varied branches that fall under this category. From theories to research to practical applications, 
case studies related to all contemporary topics of relevance to this discipline have been presented in this text. 
With state-of-the-art inputs by acclaimed experts of this field, this book targets students and professionals. It 
is a complete source of knowledge on the present status of this important field.

This book has been the outcome of endless efforts put in by authors and researchers on various issues and 
topics within the field. The book is a comprehensive collection of significant researches that are addressed 
in a variety of chapters. It will surely enhance the knowledge of the field among readers across the globe.

It gives us an immense pleasure to thank our researchers and authors for their efforts to submit their piece 
of writing before the deadlines. Finally in the end, I would like to thank my family and colleagues who have 
been a great source of inspiration and support.

Editor
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Impact of Social Media on Power Relations of Korean Health Activism 

KyuJin Shim 

Lee Kong Chian School of Business, Singapore Management University, 50 Stamford Road, Singapore 178899,  
Singapore; E-Mail: kyujinshim@smu.edu.sg; Tel.: +65-68087952 

Abstract 
This case study explores how the Korea Leukemia Patient Group (KLPG) uses social media in its internal communication 
strategy and how that empowers its relationship with external counterparts. This study’s findings indicate that the 
communication strategy of the local health Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) is changing in response to the in-
creased effectiveness and impact of social media. Using social media (e.g., Twitter) the KLPG can quickly and effectively 
construct an issue-based advocacy group. Consequently, more legitimacy and representativeness through collected 
support from the general public have further empowered the KLPG. Yet, the sustainability component in the relation-
ships built through social media use was not evidenced in the current findings. The effects of social media use were ana-
lyzed based on data from interviews with top-level KLPG executive members and general members, and from documen-
tation and archival materials. Limitations and suggestions for future research are included. 
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e-mobilization; health communication; Korean health activism; NGO communication; patient activism; social media 
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1. Background 

In the arena of global health, local activism is of high 
importance to transnational corporations’ issues man-
agement and community relations (Sriramesh, 2010). 
As huge expansions of social media (e.g., Facebook and 
Twitter) have facilitated the e-mobilization of local ac-
tivist organizations, these new social media are particu-
larly influential on their efficient, consistent and timely 
communication with the public and with their current 
and potential internal members (Seo, Kim, & Yang, 
2009; Sriramesh, 2010). In this regard, the case study 
aims to investigate how social media use in a local 
health activists’ organization, the Korea Leukemia Pa-
tient Group, shapes internal communication, how 
changing organizational routines affect inner culture, 
and how these changes ultimately affect its external 
communication strategy. 

In particular, health activism (Zoller, 2005) draws 
significant attention from both private and public sec-

tors of society. Redoubling efforts in symmetrical com-
munication between private and public sectors is highly 
emphasized, considering that global health, being re-
lated to basic human rights and dignity, needs philan-
thropic efforts over financial ambitions. In addition, 
health activism rests on peculiar political dynamics 
(Zoller, 2005). For example, in the Korean context, ma-
jor political driving forces exist in social activism, such 
as anti-Western sentiment and resistance to capitalistic 
reformation and policy implementation. 

Although Korean health activism is viable as a force-
ful agenda setter in the Korean health landscape, many 
Korean health NGOs have lacked human and financial 
resources, thus have relied on a handful of active 
members or leader groups. Consequently, asymmetry 
in internal communication within organizations—
embedded in Korea’s closed and authoritarian organiza-
tional culture and its top-down decision-making pro-
cess—often raises ethical issues (Bowen, 2010). Activ-
ists often tend to face conflicts of interest such as 
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inappropriate corporate donations or government sub-
sidies (Stuckler, Basu & McKee, 2011). Although many 
local health NGOs claim no strings are attached, this 
custom always presents obstacles to building organiza-
tional legitimacy and transparency (Stuckler et al., 
2011). More, this criticism of seemingly inappropriate 
affiliations between health NGOs and corporations is 
not only a concern to health NGOs, but is also a prob-
lem confronting transnational corporations, in that 
their community relations might possibly be suspected 
of disguising marketing tactics (Stuckler et al., 2011). 

Strikingly enough, the recent social media phenom-
enon has brought systematic and substantial change to 
the strategic communication of those health organiza-
tions in Korea. Increased e-mobilization has been ac-
companied by an increase in the volume of small dona-
tions and these now account for an ever-larger 
proportions of the organization’s budget.1 Constant 
participation of each individual small-donor eases the 
burden the organization bears in otherwise having to 
rely on a few deep-pocketed corporations. It thus is as-
sumed that as social media are becoming incorporated 
into both health NGOs’ routines and individuals’ philan-
thropic efforts, two-way symmetrical and transparent 
communication between health NGOs and the public 
will also be further facilitated. 

Under such assumptions, this study aims to explore 
how one specific Korean health NGO, the Korea Leu-
kemia Patient Group (hereinafter KLPG), uses social 
media in its internal communication strategy and how 
that empowers its relationship with external counter-
parts. More broadly, this investigation can give multi-
cultural public relations professionals better grasp of 
how local activism operates and how social media 
change their routines. 

2. Research Problem 

As social media occupy a major part of a health NGO’s 
communication strategy with the public, how is the 
health NGO’s inner culture and leadership benefited or 
changed? How do changing internal relations enhance 
its organizational ethics such as transparency, authen-
ticity and responsiveness in decision-making processes? 
This set of inquiries also raises subsequent questions; 
does increased social media use really benefit activism? 
And how does this empowerment affect its strategy 
against external counterparts? Does more equal va-
lence in the relationship contribute to mutual inter-
ests? And why and how does it do so? 

Much academic investigation has been done into 
how transnational corporations run public relations to 
promote issue ascendance or Corporate Social Respon-
sibility—CSR; however, little attention is given to how 

1 Based on the researcher’s personal interview with Ahn Ki-

Jong, the leader of the Korea Leukemia Patient Group. 

local activist organizations communicate with their in-
ternal audiences. The topic of this study question is 
particularly relevant to global Public Relations practi-
tioners because organizational culture itself is essential 
to shaping an organization’s outside activities. 

In contrast to ample research investigations of cor-
porate ethics (Bowen, 2010), NGO ethics have been 
marginalized in the realm of academia because more 
emphasis has been put on societal value and meaning, 
and legitimacy and power in activism (Smith & Fergu-
son, 2010) than communication openness and trans-
parency in the organizational ethical construct (Ross, 
2002). 

3. Research Questions 

This case study will explore how the KLPG uses social 
media with its internal members and how this will af-
fect its relationship with external counterparts. Accord-
ingly, research questions are as follows: 

RQ1: How does a local health NGO use social media 
to communicate with its internal members? 
RQ2: How does a local health NGO’s use of social 
media change the relationship with external coun-
terparts—such as transnational pharmaceutical 
companies and government authorities? 

The study examines the way the use of social media 
changes the organization's culture in terms of the or-
ganization's leadership and ethics such as transparency 
and responsiveness. Also, the study further explores 
the effect of changing the organization's culture on its 
communication strategy as well as its relationships with 
external counterparts. 

4. Organization to Be Studied 

Founded in 2002, despite its short span of a little more 
than a decade, the KLPG has now become one of the 
representative patient groups in the local health activ-
ism landscape, with more than 8000 supporters and six 
paid executive activists. The KLPG’s annual budget is 
approximately US$250,000. Sources of income consist 
of regular membership (45.5%), donations and fund-
raising (28%), government subsidy (16%), and miscella-
neous (10.5%). 

The KLPG’s primary organizational goals are (1) to 
organize and offer emotional support and practical help 
to those who had or have leukemia or a blood disease, 
and their families and friends, (2) to promote blood 
donations needed after cancer treatment and trans-
plants of hematopoietic stem cells, and (3) to devise al-
ternative ideas to improve public health policy and pro-
tect patients’ rights. 

The KLPG has achieved notable success in enhanc-
ing patients’ rights. In particular, Korean health activism 
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and its lowering of the price of GLEEVEC, a unique 
treatment for certain forms of cancer, is a widely-cited 
successful case of price negotiation. After more than 
four years of three-party talks between the KLPG, the 
Ministry of Health and Wellness of Korea, and Novartis 
Korea, blood-cancer patients in Korea eventually gained 
free access to GLEEVEC with support from both the 
public health care plan and price reimbursements from 
Novartis Korea. 

Apart from activism against its external counter-
parts, the KLPG is also implementing diverse health 
campaigns with support from a variety of non-profit 
and for-profit organizations. Three current areas on 
which the KLPG mainly focuses are (1) provision of con-
sultation and education for patients needing medical 
treatment, (2) enhancement of anti-bacterial environ-
ments for patients fighting disease, and (3) organization 
of volunteer groups. 

5. Literature Review 

5.1. Health Activism 

Many scholars have noted that health activism is de-
fined as or understood as political action for (i) a cause 
that could save human lives, and (ii) those who would 
otherwise perish as a result of social injustice or une-
qual distribution of resources (Labonté, 2013; Laverack, 
2013). Therefore, working against the tenets of capital-
ism and bureaucracy, health activism has become more 
empowered and has contributed to shifting power and 
norms to bring about substantial changes in culture 
and policy in the public health arena (Labonté, 2013; 
Laverack, 2013). To fulfill the aim of health activism, a 
successful strategy should be enacted to obtain “strong 
leadership, good media relations, a network of strategic 
alliances and sufficient, independent financial re-
sources” (Laverack, 2013, p. 50). Particularly in the 
global context, ample successes have already been 
achieved through grassroots activism. A notable exam-
ple is the interruption of monopoly rights of pharma-
ceutical companies, and of manufacturers of life-saving 
treatments; this was made possible as activists success-
fully mobilized support in the street as well as in courts 
in many countries (Labonté, 2013; Laverack, 2013; 
Lofgren, 2013; Magg, 2006; Vasella, 2003). 

5.2. Activism and Local Politics in South Korea 

Similarly, in Korean society, local health activism has 
grown into a significant political driver. The uniqueness 
of the Korean health market and culture should be con-
sidered for better understanding of Korean health ac-
tivism as distinguished from health activism in Western 
society. Unlike the U.S. or other Western countries, in 
which privatization and individualism prevails in dealing 
with public health issues, the Korean public health sys-

tem largely operates on the government system as 
seen in the universal health insurance policy and price-
setting system. In Korean society, medication is covered 
by public insurance and drug prices are set by the 
Health Insurance Review and Assessment Service under 
the umbrella of the Ministry of Health and Welfare 
(MHW) and pharmaceutical companies. Thus, the pow-
er relations of Korean health activism lie mainly in con-
sideration of triangular relationships among global 
pharmaceutical companies, government health bodies, 
and activist organizations themselves. To be specific, in 
facing global pharmaceutical companies, the Korean 
government and activists may be on the same page in 
arriving at a price deal; at other times, health/patient 
activists may partner with global pharmaceutical com-
panies as joint stakeholders when both parties can 
benefit from the public health insurance coverage. 
Therefore, ethics and public obligations that grassroots 
health activists aim for have a critical role in the Korean 
public health arena. 

5.3. Social Media 

The term “Social Media” is a broad concept encom-
passing diverse “interactive media channels that allow 
two-way interaction and feedback” (Kent, 2010, p. 
645). To reduce ambiguity and clarify the concept as 
more relevant to this study, of the various types of so-
cial media (e.g., blogs, forums, podcasts, Wikipedia and 
YouTube; Helmond, 2009), this case study focuses on 
social networking sites (SNS) such as Facebook and 
Twitter as the most representative media reflecting the 
core nature of social media—in convenience as well as 
social utility. 

It should be noted that SNSs are the social media 
most recently used by health activists to reach their in-
ternal audiences. One of the clear advantages of SNSs 
over blogs is the ability to get one’s word out more ef-
fectively and quickly. Individual users access more vali-
dated and socially “significant” content through sharing 
posts or "re-tweeting." As a result, social media are 
tools that promptly and consistently facilitate a health 
NGO’s internal members’ and supporters’ access to in-
formation relevant to their philanthropic motivation 
and health community concerns. 

5.4. E-Mobilization and Activism 

As with increased interactivity, interchangeability, pro-
pinquity, and responsiveness in digital media traits 
(Kent, 2010), publics have become more empowered 
and less restricted, bypassing traditional institutional 
controls of corporations (Bernoff, 2008). As Coombs 
noted (1998), technology contributes to building equal 
relationships between publics and organizations by fa-
cilitating a virtual organization designed by members of 
social media. 

3Impact of Social Media on Power Relations of Korean Health Activism

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



Reflecting these contentions in this case-study, it is 
assumed that social media also benefit a non-profit lo-
cal activists’ organization like the KLPG by providing ef-
fective means of communication for mobilizing sup-
port. Indeed, we have already seen such cases in the 
global activism landscape. Specifically, Chinese local ac-
tivists were easily able to organize participants through 
e-mobilization when protesting against global corpora-
tions’ business routines (Kent, 2010). This happened 
beyond geographical constraints and without the help 
of a system-based entity. Thus, it is clear that a local 
health NGO, the KLPG in this case study, can also make 
the best use of social media, reducing the burden of 
traditional media control for publicity by building di-
rect, intimate and sustainable interaction with its sup-
porters. 

5.5. Internal Members 

Given that a health NGO is a not-for-profit organization, 
its supporter group is the public who donates to, or 
psychologically advocates for, it. They are mobilized 
support (Bourland-Davis, Thompson, & Brooks, 2010) 
who share a relationship to the organization (Moffitt, 
2001) with common worldviews and goals in the public 
health agenda. Stakeholder groups are the group with 
direct and financial interests in the NGO’s activity. They 
financially and socially benefit by such outcomes as 
drug price negotiations and implementation of a public 
health care plan relative to treatment of the disease 
with which they work. Last, the employee group com-
prises activists paid by the health NGO. In terms of ex-
pected interests and shared values, this group is situat-
ed in the middle of both above groups in that they 
obtain both financial benefit as well as social recogni-
tion from the outcome of the health NGO’s activities. 

5.6. Dialogue and Responsiveness in Communication 
with Internal Partners 

All the aforementioned concepts related to the re-
search questions are pertinent to exploring the dia-
logue and responsiveness in organizational communica-
tive culture. Although previously explored the 
organization’s ethical frameworks mostly refer to for-
profit organizations such as corporations, we can also 
apply the Kantian model of ethical decision making and 
communication considerations to non-profit settings 
because, whether an organization is for-profit or not, 
all organizations share common traits in that their eth-
ics and public relations are significantly affected by the 
leadership and communicative process in which deci-
sions are made (Bowen, 2002). According to Bowen 
(2010), dialogue and responsiveness are core elements 
in ethical public relations, “imbued with inherent 
goodness or moral worth” (p. 574). Despite limited em-
pirical exploration of NGOs’ ethics and public relations, 

it is conjectured that health NGOs based on local activ-
ism are driven by the core leadership and funding 
structure. More importantly, because health NGOs 
serve philanthropic goals for public health (Zoller, 
2005), ethics and legitimacy are even more crucial for 
them than for for-profit organizations.  

Thus, as in a corporate setting, we can apply the 
Kantian model of ethical issues management to the 
context of local health NGOs’ internal communication 
and external relationship-building processes. The mod-
el illuminates a symmetrical nature in practices for eth-
ical and successful public relations (i.e., two-way com-
munication with the public, formal and informal 
research, inspiration of change in organization and au-
diences, mutual understanding, and relationship 
maintenance) (Bowen, 2005, p. 193). In this respect, 
the KLPG’s strategy regarding communication with its 
internal members, will drive the organizational deci-
sion-making process sequentially, thus affect the exter-
nal relationship with its counterparts. 

5.7. External Counterparts 

External counterparts are the groups who have finan-
cial interests conflicting with, or the reverse of, those of 
the health NGO; these include pharmaceutical compa-
nies and government authorities. These external coun-
terparts are organizations who perceive the health 
NGO as an issue to be handled, or in an academic de-
scription, “the capacity to understand, mobilize, coor-
dinate and direct all strategic and policy planning func-
tions, and all public affairs/public relations skills toward 
achievement of one objective: meaningful participation 
in creation of public policy that affects personal and or-
ganizational destiny” (Chase, 1976, p. 1). These external 
counterparts do not necessarily have conflicting rela-
tionships in terms of social values and meanings; after 
all, those entities share common values such as to de-
feat disease and to achieve better health treatment and 
welfare. Nonetheless, in details and with regard to spe-
cific aspects and/or methods of solving issues, external 
counterparts have disputes due to the negative impact 
of the issue on their profit gain or business routines 
(Jaques, 2010). 

6. Case Study Method 

This study uses the case study method, for two main 
reasons. First, case studies provide scientific evidence 
based on rigorous data collection from real-world con-
texts, which distinguishes such evidence from arbitrary 
interpretations of text or subjective observations (Yin, 
2003). Also, as Yin noted, a case study is well suited to 
research questions as to how and why, focusing on con-
temporary events with no need to control behavioral 
events. 

This study’s purpose is to explore one specific local 
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health NGO’s use of social media and its impact on the 
organization's communication with both internal and 
external members. This exploration cannot be pursued 
fully through experiments or surveys because the or-
ganization’s social media use cannot be manipulated or 
measured on an absolute scale. In particular, social me-
dia use is the consequence of the organization’s culture 
and strategies, rather than an independent variable 
that is frequently calculated and controlled in a typical 
quantitative approach. Accordingly, a case study is 
more appropriate to fulfill this study’s aim.  

Validity advantage derives from allowing for and fa-
cilitating in-depth descriptions and a thorough under-
standing of how and why the organization’s characteris-
tics, social media use, and relationships interact. We 
can avoid the reductionist pitfall of building relation-
ships between social media and communicative 
change, thereby enhancing the validity of study via 
specific clarification of various forces when explaining 
social media impact on an organization. 

To obtain theoretical power, this study will explore 
the exemplary case of one local health NGO, based on 
local health activism, whose financial and organization-
al structure is independent, mainly supported by its 
membership and charitable donations. Accordingly, the 
relationship between the KLPG and its external coun-
terparts shows tensions typical among local health ac-
tivism, government authorities, and transnational 
pharmaceutical companies. In this way, the study is ex-
pected to obtain replicability leading to generalizability 
of the findings. 

Doubtless, the case study method has several limi-
tations. Despite rigors in the clarification of this study’s 
concepts and constructs, and the exemplar background 
around the KLPG reflecting the strained/cooperative re-
lationship between local health activism and global 
pharmaceutical companies, the analysis and findings 
are yet restricted to within one specific organization, 
thus might not be able to be extended to other organi-
zations. 

7. Data Collection Procedures 

As noted by Yin (2003), this study uses three sources of 
evidence: (1) telephone interviews, (2) documentation, 
and (3) archival records. Each of the following individu-
als were interviewed by telephone thrice: the KLPG’s 
leader, the KLPG’s PR strategy manager, and a KLPG 
member. Interviews were based on the script in the 
Appendix focusing on how the KLPG uses social media 
to communicate with internal members, how changes 
in the communication process influence communica-
tion effectiveness and transparency, and how and why 
these changes are important in external communica-
tion. 

Data collected from interviews carries significant va-
lidity, since this is a case study on a small organization 

whose leadership is virtually a couple of people. Also, 
although this study collected data from a small number 
of interviewees, validity was not necessarily harmed as 
several studies on the organization’s leadership (Bow-
en, 2002, 2005, 2010) focused on interview quality ra-
ther than on interviewee quantity. 

In addition, documentation and archival records 
were used to obtain recorded or quantified evidence of 
actual campaign strategies implemented using social 
media and on their role in mobilizing members and at-
tracting donations. 

8. Data Analysis 

To obtain a full picture of the impact of social media on 
the KLPG with particular reference to e-mobilization of 
support and publicity, this study will combine quantita-
tive and qualitative evidence (Yin, 2003, p. 109) to ex-
plore the study’s initial propositions, namely that social 
media bring about changes in transparency and re-
sponsiveness of the communication process. 

Additionally, data will be analyzed based on logic 
models, an effective data analysis technique to clarify 
complex and repeated cause-effect-cause-effect pat-
terns (Yin, 2003, p. 127). Although this case study is 
more exploratory than confirmatory, it aims to pursue a 
test of the theoretical proposition. Accordingly, this 
study will compare data collected on the KLPG’s com-
munication process and its external relationship-
building to the framework of collaborative decision 
making and also to the listening and appreciating ele-
ments in the ethical construct that Ross (2002) identi-
fied. The logic model presumes that the use of social 
media influences the KLPG’s communication process 
and effectiveness, which in turn affects external rela-
tionship-building. It is important to note that this se-
quential model is more appropriate to exploring the in-
teraction of variables than to one-way and simple 
pattern matching. 

9. Results 

The results section includes direct quotations from in-
terviewees, information from archival materials, and 
documentation. From this point forward, items at-
tributed to KLPG leader Ahn Ki-Jong, refer to the re-
search interview of November 24, 2011.  

9.1. Twitter and Celebrity Endorsement 

The news article covering the KLPG’s philosophy and 
identity through the interview with the KLPG leader 
was arranged in the headline page of OhmyNews, Ko-
rea’s most-read Internet news channel, then viewed by 
approximately 10,000 readers (OhmyNews, 2011). 
However, when it was retweeted by the influential fig-
ure, liberal politician Lee Chung-Hee (having 100,000 
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followers), the interview article received an additional 
11,000 readers. It also gained another 17,000 readers 
immediately after famous comedian Kim Mee-Wha’s 
(having 160,000 followers) retweet. Ahn recalled the 
episode and cited the importance of social media to 
the KLPG. 

“Merely two power-Twitter users’ retweets of the 
news article on the KLPG issue brought about ‘three 
times the effect of a traditional news media ar-
rangement.’ At that moment, I realized that—for 
the KLPG—it is more important to know how to cir-
culate the information through social media rather 
than to just rely on traditional media exposure to 
push our issues to the public.”2 

Another visible benefit through interaction with power-
Twitter users comes from the ease and convenience in 
fundraising. The The Cost of a Meal Can Save Sodkoo 
campaign in 2011 might be a fitting example. Sodkoo, a 
three-year-old toddler from Mongolia had leukemia 
and visited Korea for treatment not feasible in his 
homeland due to lesser medical technical skill there. 
Although Sodkoo arrived with the equivalent of 
US$20,000 raised in Mongolia, that amount was insuffi-
cient for the full treatment. To assist him, the KLPG ini-
tiated a fundraising campaign and sought power-
Twitter users to retweet the campaign website. Shortly 
after the KLPG contacted famous Korean actress Ku 
Hye-Sun through Twitter, she sent positive feedback. 
Particularly because the soap opera in which she had 
starred in 2007 was extremely popular in Mongolia, she 
is well known and admired there, so she willingly joined 
the campaign and visited Sodkoo in his hospital room. 
With Ms Ku’s fans also joining, the KLPG raised 
US$30,000 for Sodkoo who could then be treated fur-
ther and successfully return to health (Medigate News, 
2011). Park Jin-Seok, the KLPG’s Public Relations strate-
gy manager, cited the effectiveness of social media in 
handling fundraising issues for the KLPG: 

“Thanks to Twitter, the KLPG can easily interact with 
celebrities or power-Twitter users on a real-time ba-
sis, easily building a direct communication channel 
with them, bypassing business contracts. It is also 
beneficial for celebrities to perform good deeds 
through retweeting or asking their fans to participate 
in charitable donations solely based on personal will. 
If we contacted celebrities through their agencies, 
there would be many constraints and the KLPG 
would need to pay for operating expenses. For ex-
ample, major NGOs with relatively deep-pockets who 
invite celebrities to their events would pay more than 
$2,000 a time. This is not affordable for the KLPG.” 

2 This and following interviews have been conducted in Korean, 

then translated into English. 

9.2. Small Donations through Social Media Campaigns 

One of the KLPG’s constantly-running projects is the 
Clean Car Campaign, providing an anti-bacterial vehicle 
for blood cancer patients whose immune systems are 
vulnerable (Clean Car Campaign, n.d.). In 2011, the pro-
ject stopped because a decrease in corporate donations 
forced budget cuts. So, rather than seeking corporate 
donations, the KLPG aimed to raise small donations for 
the project (Blood Talk, n.d.). The KLPG posted a news 
article on the issue on the organization’s home page, 
and then asked 25 power-Twitter users in Korean socie-
ty to retweet it. Of those 25, five were willing to re-
tweet, and the result was that 135 people pledged to 
support the project and necessary funding raised min-
imum funds to continue the project. 

Park Jin-Seok remarked on social media use as a 
communication vehicle for drawing public interest. 

“I used to try to meet journalists in person and draw 
their attention to issues at hand. Unlike in the past, I 
can now write articles based on my own perspec-
tives, considering audience interests and motiva-
tion. Also, these days, Korean companies’ philan-
thropic efforts focus on global charity, not on 
patient organizations. Thus it is becoming even 
more important for us to draw small donations from 
the general public. To put it simply, I think social 
media are a sword and a shield for the KLPG.” 

9.3. Internal Members of the KLPG 

Members of the KLPG comprise regular, associate, vol-
untary service, and supporting members. Regular and 
associate members are patients and patients’ family 
members who are agreed on the KLPG’s philosophy and 
action plan. If a member signs up for a monthly dona-
tion subscription, he or she is counted as a regular 
member; otherwise, he or she will be an associate 
member. Voluntary service members and supporting 
members are non-patient members who support the 
KLPG by regular donations or voluntary service. Addi-
tionally, two special celebrities—a Korean beauty pag-
eant winner and a fashion model—officially endorse 
the KLPG. 

9.4. Issues in Internal Relations 

The KLPG major goal is to pursue the health rights of 
blood cancer patients, and to provide mental and fi-
nancial support for them. However, some issues re-
quire internal handling. Overall, the KLPG’s highest pri-
ority is the rights of blood cancer patients, so if a 
government health agency or other health service pro-
vider stands against patient members’ rights and inter-
ests, the KLPG tends to criticize those external counter-
parts. Yet the response might be different if blood 
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cancer patients’ interests and the general public’s in-
terests are trade-offs. For example, drug prices are set-
tled in negotiations between the National Health Insur-
ance Corporation (NHIC) and the pharmaceutical 
companies. When considering only patients’ interests, 
patient organizations typically tend to push the NHIC to 
an agreement with pharmaceutical companies as soon 
as possible because, no matter what the price, patients 
can be covered by insurance. Moreover, if the price is 
not finalized, the pharmaceutical company cannot sell 
the drugs, so patients’ treatments can be delayed. 
However, the KLPG’s philosophy and action plan does 
not uphold only patients’ interests. According to KLPG 
leader Ahn, considering that NHIC’s budget should be 
spent on the general citizens’ health rights, not solely 
on a specific disease group, as often as not, blood can-
cer patients’ needs and demands should be checked for 
fair and balanced use of national insurance funds (Jin-
bonet, 2008). 

As such, in sensitive issues entailing conflicts of in-
terest, organizational ethics and leadership become 
critically important to build organizational identity and 
an action strategy for dealing with external counter-
parts. KLPG executive office members do not see two-
way communication as absolutely beneficial to the or-
ganization’s ethics and leadership. Leader Ahn’s com-
ment below outlines the ambivalent role of two-way 
communication in internal communication. 

“One of the possible concerns anticipated from the 
executive office’s side is the immediate controversy 
over our prioritization of public interests over blood 
patients’ interests. If new members are not aware 
of our original identity, they might extensively ad-
vocate patient-centeredness. In this case, two-way 
communication is a two-edged sword. To be specif-
ic, the KLPG was initiated to pursue social and hu-
mane justice, such as protesting against overly-
expensive drug prices, but was not intended to pur-
sue private and selfish interests of patient groups. If 
we care only about patients’ financial and medical 
interests, we would not need to support the gov-
ernment in price negotiations with pharmaceutical 
companies, because no matter how much the drug 
cost will be, national insurance will cover it. Howev-
er, the KLPG appreciates government efforts to save 
public funds, so we are not pushy on making fast 
deals just to get drugs as soon as possible. Two-way 
communication might cause confusion and ineffi-
ciency instead of transparency and sustainability.” 

By far, organizational identity and major decision-
making are not fully discussed and agreed upon 
through social media platforms. First, there has not 
been a major political issue, so the KLPG has shifted its 
focus to patients’ welfare rather than to the political is-
sue. Next, not until recently did social media become 

extensively used for internal communication. Often, 
bottom-up decision-making was processed through 
phone calls or interpersonal contact with executive 
members. However, executives recognize the im-
portance of social media in encouraging dialogic com-
munication, thereby building organizational authority, 
transparency and representativeness in issues man-
agement in the future. It is because without social me-
dia, only enthusiastic members use the interpersonal 
channel to deliver their opinions to executive mem-
bers. 

9.5. Transparency and Responsiveness in Future Trends 

Although KLPG executive members might be concerned 
by possible limitations of social media’s effectiveness in 
internal communication, they believe that dialogue and 
agreement on the KLPG’s philosophy—via social media 
platforms—will enhance organizational representative-
ness and legitimacy. Also, the executives see it as a ma-
jor future goal in internal communication. Leader Ahn 
outlined it so: 

“Especially for a small-sized NGO like the KLPG, there 
is considerable concern about isolating the executive 
office from its internal members. The KLPG holds a 
meeting only annually with internal members, so the 
executive office might tend to be the dominant driv-
er of the major decision process. But since early 2011 
the organization has extensively used social media 
like Twitter, so we expect to gather members’ opin-
ions quickly and spontaneously.” 

It seems that the frequent and easy access of general 
members to the decision-making group would elevate 
ethics in organizational communication and its leader-
ship by balancing patients’ group needs and interests, 
and the common public good, where non-patient 
members’ opinions and interests are also involved. 

9.6. External Counterparts of the KLPG 

The first significant external counterparts to consider 
are government health agencies, councils and Congress 
as the public sectors with whom the KLPG interacts or 
negotiates on public policy. For example, if government 
reduces health benefit coverage for blood cancer pa-
tients and discriminates based on blood cancer type, 
the KLPG works to stage a protest against the proposed 
cutback of benefits. However, the relationship between 
the KLPG and government started to change in 2007 as 
the KLPG grew into a qualified health NGO; in several 
health campaigns, such as the hematopoietic stem cell 
donation campaign and the organ donation campaign, 
the KLPG and the government collaborated. Other ex-
ternal counterparts are a group of health service pro-
viders’ organizations, including the Korean Medical As-
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sociation, the Korean Hospital Association, the Korean 
Pharmaceutical Association, the Korean Pharmaceutical 
Manufacturers Association, and so on. The relationship 
with medical service providers varies based on mutual 
financial interests and the extent of invasion of patient 
rights. With regard to the high expense of blood cancer 
treatment, the Right to Life, and the Right to be In-
formed, the relationship might be strained, yet for is-
sues such as the procurement of medical services for 
those in poverty, rebates for medical expenses, and pa-
tients’ Declaration of Rights, the relationship is likely to 
be harmonious. In addition, Corporate Social Responsi-
bility (CSR) programs are major counterparts of the 
KLPG; examples include the La-Mi cosmetic company, 
and Ozone Phytoncide Solution (an air cleaning service 
firm). When and where those corporations have genu-
ine motives in CSR, the relationship would be coopera-
tive, but in situations where patient rights are violated 
for commercial purposes, the relationship would be 
frictional. 

9.7. Legitimacy and Representativeness in External 
Communication 

Potentially, social media are highly influential in mobi-
lizing support in dealing with external counterparts. In 
particular, the transparent and effective nature of social 
media helps in increasing legitimacy and representa-
tiveness of the mobilized support. An illustrative anec-
dotal episode was the mounting of a recall of govern-
ment policy in response to the cutback of health 
benefits for cancer treatment (Policy Recall, 2011). The 
Special Favor Policy for cancer patients, allowing them 
to pay only 5% of treatment costs for the first five years 
of treatment, was called for to offer an extension for 
those suffering severe symptoms in the aftermath of 
treatment. To push government health authorities to 
reflect public opinion, the KLPG uses a special online 
application tool to gather signatures through the Short 
Message Service (SMS). A person can send a text mes-
sage via his or her mobile phone to the designated 
number, whereby his or her signature is registered 
online via text/phone identifiable personal information. 
KLPG PR strategy manager Park Jin-Seok has mentioned 
several aspects of the value of the combined use of 
Twitter and online signature applications: 

“First value of the application is to help in tracking 
down signature validities through mobile phone 
numbers and addresses. Thus, signatures collected 
through the application can carry more weight with 
authorities or health service providers. Second, 
Twitter and the application reduce much of the 
burden in a signature-seeking campaign. We gath-
ered more than 10,000 signatures through the 
online application. But if we attempted to do that 
offline, we would have to turn to the street and put 

extensive time and labor into meeting people and 
persuading them to sign up. In response to this, 
government authorities have started to research 
the possibility of a policy recall, and policy reform is 
now expected soon.” 

As noted, social media provide the most cost-effective 
methods ever in gaining public support, even for chang-
ing policy minutiae—which, often, is not easy for gen-
eral populations to understand. While some scholars 
(Labonté, 2013) doubt the potential and actual contri-
bution of social media in building organizational power 
in health activism it is anticipated that ‘Clicktivism’ will 
flourish as a form of more public-driven action than 
have other methods in the past. 

9.8. Benefits and Limitations of Social Media use from 
Members’ Perspectives 

Both patient and non-patient members commonly per-
ceive benefits in the KLPG’s use of social media. Un-
Young Lee, a patient member, commented that social 
media are more effective for quick updates and dissem-
ination of information to like-minded people. Jeon Ju-
Hyun, a non-patient member, also noted that social 
media enables the KLPG to disperse the organizational 
agenda into a variety of populations, creating more 
sympathy for any individual issue. However, the mem-
ber interviewees shared a common view that not all 
communication through social media necessarily leads 
to a sustainable and long-term relationship with partic-
ipants in the issue. This point was also made by the 
leader of the KLPG Ahn Ki-Jong, that celebrities or 
power-Twitter users who endorse the KLPG through re-
tweeting or supporting a fundraising campaign often 
are not aware of its organizational philosophy and iden-
tity, so regard their brief support as merely an act of 
charity rather than becoming involved in a sustainable 
relationship with the KLPG. This minimal association is 
also reflected in interaction from the general public. 
Thus, future organizational communication strategies 
need to focus on a new communication strategy to 
overcome the current limitation, thereby turning the 
speedy yet short-term linkage with the public into a 
more sustainable dynamic. 

10. Discussion 

This case study pursues a clear understanding of social 
media’s effectiveness, especially for transparency and 
responsiveness when fighting for issues and mobilizing 
support from the public whereby a local health NGO 
can be empowered substantially. Laverack (2013) point-
ed out critical elements of successful social movements 
such as access to human and financial resources and 
leadership and participation sharing a common world 
view and philosophy. Aligned with this perspective, the 
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KLPG successfully seems to utilize social media to 
strengthen elements critically important to an ethical 
and efficient health community. This study’s findings 
suggest that social media are incorporated into an ef-
fective campaign strategy helping empower activists 
dealing with the complicated political relationship with 
institutional authorities. 

This finding about social media use in organizational 
internal communication is consistent with Kent’s pre-
diction (2010) that social media bring effectiveness and 
convenience, especially in drawing the general public’s 
attention to KLPG issues. In addition, by bypassing tra-
ditional and institutional control of corporations 
(Bernoff, 2008), social media spawns easy access to ce-
lebrities who might endorse the organization and/or its 
aims. Consequently, the social media phenomenon af-
fects organizational PR strategies so as to focus on in-
formation circulation by power-Twitter users, rather 
than by relying solely on traditional media coverage. 
Thus, analysis revealed that after the KLPG adopted 
Twitter use, it changed the organizational communica-
tion dynamic, rendering it more effective via endorse-
ment of celebrities and power- Twitter users on specific 
issues. This finding is consistent with the notion of 
powerful and effective activism through e-mobilization 
(Kent, 2010). Dialogue and responsiveness in communi-
cation with the general public empowers the KLPG by 
enabling it to obtain more trust—and more thrust—
against external counterparts. 

However, overall transparency and effectiveness in 
social media communication among internal members 
does not necessarily mean two-way communication in 
decision-making. To be specific, research results found 
there to be limited use of social media in internal 
communication, particularly for sensitive and debata-
ble political issues such as patients’ self-centered inter-
ests or organizational philosophy. In the organizational 
decision-making process, the KLPG has not had the op-
portunity to experience a two-way symmetrical com-
munication strategy among internal members. The 
KLPG’s leaders prioritize social good rather than organi-
zational self-interest, being consistent with the Kantian 
model of ethical decision-making (Bowen, 2002). 
Hence, although the KLPG often relies on a one-way 
decision-making process in internal communication, its 
ethical leadership remains intact. This finding is incon-
sistent with previous studies’ assertions on the correla-
tion between organizational ethics and two-way com-
munication in the decision-making process in corporate 
settings (Bowen, 2002, 2005). 

In this case-study, the KLPG’s ethical decision-
making was driven by organizational leadership pursu-
ing a common good apart from prioritization of patient 
groups’ interests. Thus, it is not counted as a bottom-
top, two-way symmetrical approach. Rather, the KLPG 
showed a one-way decision-making process, yet the 
decisions were supported by the public and were con-

stantly and promptly communicated among internal 
members, as well as to the general public through so-
cial media. Social media are effective tools for use by 
organizational leadership to bring about responsiveness 
and to transform the general public into advocates. 

Taking all these elements into consideration, execu-
tive members have wisely come to value and embrace 
the importance of transparency and responsiveness 
through the dialogic nature of two-way communication 
additionally for internal decision-making. Effort invest-
ed in a communication strategy through social media 
also builds more sustainability in not yet fully devel-
oped internal relationships. Executive, patient, and 
non-patient members alike shared a common view of 
the role of social media in making an internal commu-
nication strategy work to that end. 

Therefore, consistent with the logic model pro-
posed in this study, social media first help to broaden 
the scope of internal participants’ responses to the na-
ture of an issue, then, in turn, help to broaden the 
transparency and responsiveness of both internal 
communication and external communication. However, 
sustainability in internal communication is not evi-
denced in the current communication strategy, alt-
hough it apparently will be pursued in the KLPG’s not 
yet fully developed future strategy. 

This research study is somewhat diluted by several 
limitations. The first is in the lack of generality in the 
KLPG case findings because, globally, individual local 
health NGOs are situated in different social, cultural, 
and media environments. More specifically, the analysis 
on social media use of the organization presents a limi-
tation on validity in that social network sites such as 
Twitter and Facebook have been introduced in Korea 
later than in the U.S. This time-frame discrepancy 
might inhibit results within the Korean context. Also, 
given that the KLPG is considered a minor NGO with a 
small membership, other major NGOs in Korea—
operating on a much larger scale—might use social 
media in ways different from the KLPG. 

A small number of interviewees and outdated data 
might raise methodological concerns and thus further 
investigation into this area is needed to address these 
issues. However, since the 2011 period during which I 
collected data was the initial stage for the organization 
to incorporate social media into its strategy, I think this 
paper, depicting that period, is profoundly relevant to 
the research question of this study, and eminently wor-
thy of academic investigation. Interview data mainly 
comprise anecdotal rather than quantifiable infor-
mation, so the current study’s value might be more ex-
ploratory than confirmative. Of course, current findings 
could be complemented by subsequent quantifiable in-
formation to transform findings into theoretical con-
cepts with increased validity. Accordingly, future studies 
should build upon the model proposed by this study 
and further investigate the contribution of social media 
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use on local NGOs’ PR strategies in a longitudinal ap-
proach. Also, future studies should address how sus-
tainability in PR can be achieved beyond the quick—yet 
effective—communication in current findings. To obtain 
more generalizable credibility in measuring constructs 
this study proposes and explores, factor analysis might 
be pursued using subjects from the population who en-
gage in NGOs. It is hoped that this study’s framework 
can be extended into studies of organizations world-
wide, in terms of scale, nationality, and internationali-
zation. 

11. Conclusion 

In sum, this study’s findings indicate that the local 
health NGO communication strategy is changing in re-
sponse to the increased effectiveness and impact of so-
cial media. Rather than relying on a small group of en-
thusiastic members, the KLPG can construct an issue-
based advocacy group quickly and effectively. In the so-
cial media era, by pushing external counterparts with 
more legitimacy and representativeness through col-
lected support from the general public, the KLPG sees 
itself as more empowered, and as independent from 
external counterparts. Based on these findings, a pre-
diction: a local health NGO’s use of social media in its 
internal communication strategy renders its relation-
ship with external counterparts more symmetrical, 
more independent, and more effective. 

Social media can be strategic tools, especially for lo-
cal health activism in enlarging their resources, power 
and leadership. In this sense, the KLPG case is surely a 
benchmark for many other global health practitioners 
and activist groups. The case is brimful of insights into 
the use of social media to access and mobilize a wide 
swath of individuals via a more intimate, yet casual, 
and remarkably rapid means to deliver sensitive or 
shocking public health issues. This social media com-
munication approach also helps in reducing possible 
worries and concerns about ‘too radical activism,’ 
which could often draw attention away from main is-
sues, and could reduce the general population’s sup-
port for expert-led and specific health issues at hand 
(Laverack, 2013). 

More important is that the empowerment of grass-
roots health activism can contribute to building more 
independent, sound and equal relationships with ex-
ternal counterparts. Activists should pay special atten-
tion to built-in applications on social media that swell 
the total volumes of small donations. This offers health 
activism better financial stability, thus more effective 
offset of—and counteraction to—social injustice and 
inequality where greedy corporations and complacent 
governments might otherwise endanger the lives of 
marginalized groups in the global health arena (La-
verack, 2013). 

Acknowledgements 

The author would like to thank the anonymous review-
ers for their helpful and constructive comments that 
greatly contributed to improving the final version of 
this paper.  

Conflict of Interests 

The author declares no conflict of interests. 

References 

Bernoff, J., & Li, C. (2008). Harnessing the power of the 
oh-so-social Web. MIT Sloan Management Review, 
49(3), 36-42. 

Blood Talk (n.d.). Introduction of donation system 
through CMS bank account for the Clean Car Cam-
paign. Retrieved from http://www.bloodtalk.org/ 
category/?page=2 

Jinbonet. (2008). Don’t make the mistake of accepting 
high drug prices to save the public health fund from 
greedy pharmaceutical companies. Retrieved from 
www.jinbo.net 

Bourland-Davis, P. G., Thompson, W., & Brooks, F. E. 
(2010). Activism in the 20th and 21st centuries. In R. 
L. Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp. 
409-420). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Bowen, S. A. (2002). Elite executives in issues management: 
The role of ethical paradigms in decision making. 
Journal of Public Relations Research, 17(3), 191-216. 

Bowen, S. A. (2005). Practical model for ethical decision 
making in issues management and public relations. 
Journal of Public Affairs, 3(4), 270-283. 

Bowen, S. A. (2010). The nature of good in public rela-
tions: What should be its normative ethic? In R. L. 
Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp. 569-
584). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Chase, W. H. (1976). Objectives of CPI. Corporate Public 
Issues and Their Management, 1(1), 1. 

Clean Car Campaign (n.d.). The Clean Car Campaign 
website. Retrieved from www.100479.org 

Coombs, W. T. (1998). The Internet as potential equal-
izer: New leverage for confronting social irresponsi-
bility. Public Relations Review, 24, 289-304. 

Helmond, A. (2009). Lifetracing: The traces of a net-
worked life. In H. Thorington, E. Navas, & J. Green 
(Eds.), A networked book about networked art. 
Roslindale, MA: Turbulence. 

Jaques, T. (2010). Embedding issue management. In R. 
L. Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp. 
435-446). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Kent, M. L. (2010). Directions in social media for profes-
sionals and scholars. In R. L. Heath (Ed.), Handbook of 
public relations (pp. 643-656). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 

Labonté, R. (2013). Health activism in a globalising era: 

10 Media and Mass Communication

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



lessons past for efforts future. The Lancet, 
381(9884), 2158-2159. 

Laverack, G. (2013). Health activism: foundations and 
strategies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Lofgren, H. (2013). Novartis vs. the government of India: 
patents and public health. Retrieved from http:// 
www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/04/26/novartis-vs-the-
government-of-india-patents-and-public-health 

Magg, P. (2006). Orange pill with full of hopes. Seoul, 
Korea: Nexus Books. 

Medigate News. (2011). SNS saves life of blood cancer 
child patient from Mongo. Retrieved from 
http://www.medicaltimes.com/Users4/News/news
View.html?ID=106541&nSection=3&nStart=0&sub
Menu=news&subNum=3&searchKeyWord=%B1%B8
%C7%FD%BC%B1 

Moffitt, M. A. (2001). Using the collapse model of cor-
porate image for campaign message design. In R. L. 
Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp. 347-
380). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

OhmyNews. (2011). Interview with KLPG leader Ahn Ki-
Jong. Retrieved from http://www.ohmynews.com/ 
nws_web/view/at_pg.aspx?CNTN_CD=A0001633925 

Policy Recall. (2011). The Policy Recall campaign web-
site. Retrieved from http://blog.daum.net/leuke 
mia/6292761 

Ross, W. D. (2002). The Right and the Good. Oxford, UK: 
Clarendon Press. 

Seo, H., Kim, J., & Yang, S.-U. (2009). Global activism 
and new media: A study of transnational NGOs’ 
online public relations. Public Relations Review, 
35(2), 123-126. 

Smith, M. F., & Ferguson, D. P. (2010). Activism 2.0. In 
R. L. Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp. 
395-408). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Sriramesh, K. (2010). Globalization and public relations: 
Opportunities for growth and reformation. In R. L. 
Heath (Ed.), Handbook of public relations (pp. 691-
708). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Stuckler, D., Basu, S., & McKee, M. (2011). Global 
health philanthropy and institutional relationships: 
How should conflicts of interest be addressed? PLoS 
Med, 8(4), 2-10. 

Vasella, D. (2003). Magic cancer bullet: how a tiny or-
ange pill is rewriting medical history. Scranton, NY: 
HarperBusiness. 

Yin, R. (2003). Case study research: Design and meth-
ods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Zoller, H. M. (2005). Health activism: Communication 
theory and action for social change. Communication 
Theory, 14(4), 341-364. 

 

11Impact of Social Media on Power Relations of Korean Health Activism

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________

http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/04/26/novartis-vs-the-government-of-india-patents-and-public-health/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/04/26/novartis-vs-the-government-of-india-patents-and-public-health/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/04/26/novartis-vs-the-government-of-india-patents-and-public-health/


Appendix 

The following script and questions will be used for all three interviews: 
 
Thank you for your time talking with me today, and for sending your information in advance. Before we start, please ask 
me whatever you wish about this interview and my case study, and tell me of any related concerns. 
 
1. How do you define internal members of the KLPG? 
2. What kinds of social media does the KLPG use to communicate with internal members of the KLPG? 
3. How does the KLPG use social media to recruit supporters and inform them about the KLPG’s agenda? 
4. How, when, and in what order is decision-making processed, and how do the KLPG’s senior executives communicate 
decisions to members? 
5. In comparing before and after the use of social media for internal communication, what differences are there? 
6. Is there any anecdotal and/or documented evidence regarding use of social media to collect opinions from internal 
members? If so, how do you think communicative effectiveness will affect the KLPG’s transparency and responsiveness? 
7. How do you define the KLPG’s external counterparts? 
8. How do you define the KLPG’s relationship with those counterparts? 
9. In your view, a: What are the major goals in building relationships with those counterparts? and b: What are the most 
crucial elements needed to achieve these goals? 
10. In dealing with your external counterparts does internal communication affect you? If so, to what extent, and please 
would you share anecdotal evidence of that? However, if you are not affected at all, please share your thoughts on why? 
11. Would you like to mention anything else about your experiences in use of social media for internal communication, 
and about its influence on how the organization builds relationships with external counterparts?  

 
After these questions, I will invite their further remarks/final comments (at their discretion, of course). I will also ask 
whether I may subsequently contact them upon contingency. Although their answers will be identifiable by their KLPG 
position, I will inquire whether they are comfortable with being identified by their full names or preferably by only their 
positions. 
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1. Introduction 

Over recent years, the number of studies examining 
various facets of the Internet and its impacts has con-
tinually increased. Much of that growing research fo-
cuses on social networking and information sharing. Ex-
isting scholarship about online communication ranges 
from descriptive examinations of use (Attrill & Jalil, 
2011; Hwang, 2011; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010; 
Valkenburg & Peter, 2011) to specific content analysis 
of participant contributions (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lam-
pe, 2011; Nosko, Wood, & Molema, 2010) and experi-
mental tests of influence (Antheunis, Valkenburg, & Pe-
ter, 2010; Kross et al., 2013).  

While much of the existing research regarding 
online communication looks generally at different 
types of content and the impact of various online func-
tions, there is particular interest in the specific impact 
and influence of Facebook, a widely used social net-
working application (Cheung, Chiu, & Lee, 2011). Face-
book has attracted several hundred million users 

worldwide (Who Uses Facebook, 2012) and young peo-
ple comprise the largest percentage of participants in 
the Facebook world (Engagement Analytics, 2012). 
Studies focusing on Facebook as a social medium in-
clude examinations of website content (Hum et al., 
2011), the types and amounts of self-disclosure users 
provide (Nosko et al., 2010), motivations for using Fa-
cebook (Baek, Holton, Harp, & Yaschur, 2011; Cheung 
et al., 2011; Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2011; Pempek, Yer-
molayeva, & Colvert, 2009; Quan-Haase & Young, 
2010; Tosun, 2012) and the impact of personality on 
Facebook use (Muscanell & Guadango, 2012; Nadkarni 
& Hofnann, 2011; Ryan & Xenos, 2011; Sukes, Williams, 
& Wise, 2012). In addition, scholars have created ty-
pologies of media uses and gratifications emphasizing 
social networking (Bumgarner, 2007; Cheung et al., 
2011; Quan-Hass & Young, 2010; Sheldon, Abad, & Hin-
sch, 2011; Smock, Ellison, Lampe, & Whon, 2011). Some 
studies show that Facebook use is driven by a variety of 
different functions (Pempek et al., 2009; Smock et al., 
2011) and can challenge the traditional demarcation of 
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motivations for media use (Sheldon et al., 2011). 
This study uses the theories of social comparison 

and self-construal to untangle the effects of Facebook 
use on users’ reported life satisfaction. We examine 
the utility of these two theories in explicating the im-
pact of mediated interpersonal communication on how 
individuals perceive their lives and the positive or neg-
ative judgments they make about those perceptions. 
Two online surveys of undergraduate students at a 
large university in the Northeast provide a wealth of in-
formation regarding respondents’ use of the social 
networking medium. Consistent with expectations 
based on the social process of creating self-construals, 
the surveys investigated sex-based differences in Face-
book use habits and preferences, many of which corre-
late with alterations in perceived levels of life satisfac-
tion. The surveys also explored how variation in the 
ways respondents interact with Facebook is related to 
users’ reported satisfaction with their own lives, a phe-
nomenon that may be better understood through the 
models of upward and downward social comparison to 
others. The overall purpose of this study is to expand 
understanding of how Facebook use influences life sat-
isfaction based on the concepts gleaned from “offline” 
communication theories. To better accomplish this 
goal, we begin with a review of relevant studies on Fa-
cebook and existing literature surrounding social com-
parisons and self-construal. 

2. Literature Review 

Previous examinations of college-aged individuals’ use 
of Facebook have revealed consistent and similar pat-
terns of use. College students check their established 
Facebook accounts on a daily basis (Nadkarni & Hof-
mann, 2011; Quan-Haase & Young, 2011; Vitak et al., 
2011) and spend between 30–60 minutes per day on the 
website (Ellison, Seinfield, & Lempke, 2007; Ellison et al., 
2011; Pempek et al., 2009; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). 
Some studies show that individuals often “lurk” online, 
reading others’ information without posting or respond-
ing in a reciprocal manner (Bumgarner, 2007; Pempek et 
al., 2009). This lurking behavior indicates that Facebook 
users tend to engage in various uncertainty reduction 
strategies to acquire information about acquaintances 
and friends (Antheunis et al., 2010) but do not always 
reciprocate with similar online disclosures. The lurking 
behavior gratifies some users’ need for perceived 
maintenance of interpersonal connectivity (Cheung et 
al., 2011; Sheldon et al., 2011) without risking their own 
social identity by disclosing face-threatening personal in-
formation (Arundale, 2010; Nosko et al., 2010) or ex-
pressing potentially objectionable opinions that may dis-
rupt affinity-seeking strategies (Hwang, 2011). 

Most scholars focusing on Facebook agree that us-
ers primarily engage the networking site to maintain 
contact with individuals with whom they have existing 

offline relationships (Cheung et al., 2011; Ellison et al., 
2011; Muise, Christofides, & Desmarais, 2009; Nosko et 
al., 2010; Pempeck et al., 2009; Sheldon et al., 2011). 
As Quan-Haase and Young (2010) explain, users seek 
social knowledge from Facebook to feel “involved in 
what is going on with others” or to be socially “in the 
know” (p. 355). The desire to be socially knowledgea-
ble about others motivates lurking behavior online. It 
may also elicit participation via disclosure from those 
embracing the asynchronous nature of the exchange 
(Antheunis et al., 2010). 

Several studies on the impact of Facebook have 
shown that participation in online social networking 
may have positive effects. Ellison et al. (2007) identi-
fied a positive relationship between the acquisition of 
Facebook “friends” and users’ perceived growth in so-
cial capital, primarily due to the “crystallization” (via 
Facebook) of otherwise ephemeral social connections. 
Some scholars argue that such increased social capital 
favorably impacts individuals’ well-being on multiple 
levels (Ferlander, 2007). A 2011 study by Ellison et al., 
demonstrates that Facebook-enabled communication 
practices result in connection-building strategies that 
can positively impact physical health. Increases in social 
capital are also linked to mentally healthy behaviors 
such as increases in self-esteem and enhanced identity 
formation, particularly in adolescents and young adults 
(Cheung et al., 2011; Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). The 
ability to enhance key elements of one’s identity is 
viewed as positive because “there is a universal desire 
among human beings to maintain, protect and enhance 
their self-esteem” (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011, p. 123).  

In contrast to the positive influences found in some 
studies, others indicate potential negative impacts of 
Facebook use. Sheldon et al. (2011) argue that Face-
book use can heighten users’ feeling of social discon-
nectedness by creating transient perceptions of con-
nectedness. Chou and Edge (2012) conclude that 
Facebook gives users the impression that their Face-
book friends have better lives than they do, thereby 
encouraging negative self-assessments. They report a 
decrease in overall life satisfaction and a lower report-
ed level of happiness by frequent Facebook users. This 
finding depends largely on the closeness of the rela-
tionship between the user and his or her Facebook 
“friends” (Chou & Edge, 2012). In addition, Kross and 
his colleagues (2013) demonstrate that increased Fa-
cebook use contributes to declines in users’ perceived 
“moment-to-moment” feelings of well-being and their 
satisfaction with their lives. This particular aspect of 
social media effect is intriguing and merits further in-
vestigation. One of the potential explanations to this 
phenomenon can be social comparison theories. 

2.1. Social Comparisons 

Social comparison theories argue that humans tend to 

14 Media and Mass Communication

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



assess their own social standing, attributes, skills and 
other self-defining elements relative to others about 
whom they have access to information (Wheeler & 
Miyake, 1992). These points of access may be work-
related (Fischer, Kastenmuller, Frey, & Peus, 2009), 
personal or romantic (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Salovey 
& Rodin, 1984), or mediated (Wilcox & Laird, 2000). 
The information acquired may be partial or complete, 
verbal or nonverbal, verified or invalid, and still have an 
impact on the social comparison (Brewer & Weber, 
1994; Salovey & Rodin, 1984; Wilcox & Laird, 2000). 
The act of comparing the self to others can result in 
self-stereotyping and may encourage shifting self-
perceptions to focus on group identity norms rather 
than individual norms and characteristics (Attrill & Jalil, 
2011). Because Facebook is a medium for social ex-
change, an essential characteristic of its use is in-
creased access to information about and from others 
(Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). Facebook, by its very pur-
pose, encourages users to engage in social comparison 
with others. 

The types of information sought and the direction-
ality of the comparisons influence the power and out-
come of social comparison. These two factors influence 
each other; the type of information that one accesses 
about another influences the directionality of social 
comparison, which, in turn, affects its valence. Lifestyle 
information (i.e., how one lives, activities engaged in, 
etc.) is primarily sought data requiring a certain degree 
of intent-driven information seeking. In offline com-
munication, one must pursue this type of information 
or glean it from other disclosure (e.g., co-workers do 
not necessarily know about others’ home lives unless 
an inquiry is made) (Fischer et al., 2009). Because indi-
viduals have some control over the information sought, 
exchanges focusing on lifestyle are often associated 
with downward comparisons (i.e., perceiving one’s self 
as superior). Downward comparisons tend to result in 
more positive affective reactions (Wheeler & Miyake, 
1992). Asset information is considered forced data be-
cause it is presented via the “raw materials” of personal 
information (i.e., abilities, social skills and appearance). 
These pieces of information are accessed with little or 
no intent and are not usually sought out. An individual 
has little control over the amount of asset information 
received during any given exchange (Sharkey & Singelis, 
1995). Comparisons made under these circumstances 
are less deliberate and are more likely to have a negative 
impact (Wheeler & Miyake, 1992).  

Because of the nature of social media, its influence 
derived from either type of information accessed is 
complicated. The act of logging on with the express 
purpose of checking Facebook content implies a large 
degree of intent. However, once on the site, the de-
gree of interactive and passive information gathered 
actually hinges on the online behavior of the user 
(Smock et al., 2011). Because the tools on Facebook 

encourage varying levels of activity, users are likely to 
acquire a mix of asset and lifestyle information and a 
mix of sought (searching another’s profile, engaging in 
a Facebook messenger conversation, etc.) versus 
forced (news feed posts, others’ photos, etc.) infor-
mation (Nosko et al., 2010). In addition, the way that 
information is disclosed on Facebook means lifestyle 
information is more readily available without particular 
inquiry than it otherwise might be in offline exchanges 
(Antoci, Sabatini, & Sodini, 2012). This is particularly 
true of posted pictures and videos that readily disclose 
lifestyle information (Hum et al., 2011). Thus, while the 
user may intentionally seek specific kinds of infor-
mation, which does not mean only the sought infor-
mation is received. This creates ample opportunities 
for a variety of upward and downward comparisons for 
Facebook users. 

In addition to the mix of types of information re-
ceived, the relationship between the respondent and 
the person serving as the point of comparison also in-
fluences the directionality of a social comparison 
(Fischer et al., 2009; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992). There is 
a tendency to make same-level comparison with close 
friends, downward comparisons with “ordinary” 
friends, and upward comparison with distant friends, 
acquaintances and strangers (Wheeler & Miyake, 
1992). These findings indicate that social comparisons 
are rooted in familiarity with and regard for the object 
of comparison. The better one “knows” the other, the 
more neutral the comparison. The less well one knows 
the other, the more he or she relies on the available in-
formation for the creation of perceptions about the 
other. Therefore, perceived closeness of “friends” may 
be an important factor when using social comparison 
to hypothesize about Facebook effects. 

While traditional social comparison findings are 
grounded in research outside of mediated interperson-
al communication, it provides a potentially rich per-
spective for understanding Facebook and its influences 
(Hwang, 2011). Based on social comparison research, 
the more an individual uses Facebook, the more he or 
she will socially compare him- or herself to others. Be-
cause individuals are less likely to engage in upward 
social comparison (i.e., considering the “other” as su-
perior) when assessing individuals with whom they 
have close relationships and are more likely to make 
upward (i.e., negative affect inducing) comparisons to 
distant friends and strangers (Wheeler & Miyake, 
1992), the higher number of non-close Facebook 
“friends” an individual has, the greater the tendency to 
compare upwardly. In some studies, perceived friend 
“closeness” correlates with regular online or offline in-
teractions (Muscanell & Guadango, 2012). Therefore, it 
is reasonable to hypothesize that Facebook users who 
visit the site often and have high numbers of non-close 
“friends”, or friends with whom they have little per-
sonal interaction, will likely engage in more upward 
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comparisons than those with fewer non-close friends 
or those who rarely use the site. Such comparisons 
should adversely affect self-perceptions, degrade self-
worth, and result in lower reported levels of life satis-
faction. This helps explain why users with more Face-
book “friends” whom they do not know personally, or 
with whom they have very few or inconsistent interac-
tions, are more likely to express less contentment with 
their own lives (Chou & Edge, 2012).  

Muise et al. (2009) support the expectations re-
garding possible negative responses to social compari-
sons via Facebook. They argue that there is “a signifi-
cant association between time spent on Facebook and 
jealousy-related feelings and behaviors experienced on 
Facebook” (p. 443). The arousal of such emotions may 
be rooted in social-comparison jealousy that comes 
from a “desire for superiority on some dimension” 
(Salovey & Rodin, 1984, p. 780). Because improving 
self-esteem is considered positive, degrading self-
esteem and self-worth is the logical opposite. The con-
nection between social comparison literature and ob-
servable potential Facebook behaviors results in the 
following hypotheses: 

H1a: Facebook users with high numbers of friends 
they do not have frequent contact with report 
less life satisfaction than other users. 

H1b: Facebook users who have more frequently 
contacted Facebook friends report greater life 
satisfaction than users who have less 
frequently contacted Facebook friends. 

H2: The more time users spend on Facebook, the 
lower their reported level of life satisfaction. 

2.2. Self-Construal and Gender Differences 

Existing scholarship also provides insight into possible 
expectations regarding sex and gender differences in 
Facebook use and its varying impacts. Social identifica-
tion theories related to self-construal help to deepen 
our understanding of notable sex- and gender-based 
differences. The theory of self-construals helps us un-
derstand the differences in communication and social 
interactions (Tarr, Kim, & Sharkey, 2005) and explains 
how individuals perceive themselves in relation to the 
social world around them (Cross & Madson, 1997). The 
theory includes assessments of the contributions vari-
ous communication strategies make toward an individ-
ual’s self-perceptions (Tarr et al., 2005). 

Similar to the cultural assertions regarding “individ-
ualism” and “collectivism” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), 
self-construal generally classifies individuals’ self-
perceptions into two opposing yet complementary cat-
egories: “independent self-construals” and “interde-
pendent self-construals” (Kim & Sharkey, 1995). People 
demonstrating independent self-construals perceive 
themselves as having a “bounded, unitary, stable self 

that is separate from the social context” (Tarr et al., 
2005, p. 500). Those with interdependent self-
construals have a “flexible, variable self” rooted in their 
relationships with others (Sharkey & Singelis, 1995, p. 
920). The primary communication goals of an inde-
pendent self-construal include standing out, being ex-
pressive and demonstrating his or her “unique internal 
characteristics or traits” (Tarr et al., 2005, p. 500). Con-
versely, individuals with interdependent self-construals 
unite perceptions of their own selfhood with those of 
others, focus on relationship maintenance and empha-
size the “need to support others’ face” (Tarr et al., 
2005, p. 500). That is, interdependent self-construals 
are developed in relation to others and the “other” is 
central to the identity of the interdependent person’s 
understanding of self. 

Cross and Madson (1997) utilize the concept of self-
construal to elucidate gendered communication differ-
ences among members of what is classically considered 
the “individual-centric” culture of the United States. 
Their application of self-construal theories demon-
strates gender differences within the culture, particu-
larly regarding social participation. Cross and Madson 
(1997) find that men tend to be more independent 
self-construals while women generally have more in-
terdependent self-construals. While not categorically 
exclusive, the dominant tendencies indicate that wom-
en are inclined to be more relationship-oriented, more 
indirect in their communication and focus more on the 
“other” than the self (Cross & Madson, 1997) while 
men are more focused on self-development, self-
promotion, and self-expression. In studies of individual 
self-representations, women more often identify 
themselves and their ideal self in terms of relationship 
to others while men represent themselves via personal 
attributes and individual characteristics (Cross & Mad-
son, 1997). In terms of information processing, women 
tend to be more attentive to others, remember faces 
and demonstrate a more “other-centric” assessment of 
relational exchanges (Cross & Madson, 1997). These 
differences provide insights into possible distinctions 
between males’ and females’ use of Facebook. 

Applying the self-construal concept to Facebook, 
Muscanell and Guadagno (2012) demonstrate a gender 
distinction in motivations and usage. Their study indi-
cates that females engage in more relationship 
maintenance via the social networking site while males 
use Facebook for practical purposes. They found that 
women engage more in specific relationship develop-
ment activities such as posting messages, sending pri-
vate messages, posting pictures, and sending friend re-
quests than men. Men more frequently seek potential 
dates, play games and look for event information 
(Muscanell & Guadango, 2012). 

While the existing literature demonstrates that fe-
males and males visit Facebook at similar rates (Chou & 
Edge, 2012; Hum, et al., 2011; Muscanell & Guadagno, 
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2012; Pempek et al., 2009; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010; 
Sukes et al., 2012), women are more likely than their 
male counterparts to engage in behaviors such as read-
ing the posts of others and looking at others’ photos 
(Muscanell & Guedagno, 2012; Smock et al., 2011; To-
sun, 2012). Males were found to be more active in self-
expression activities than females (Smock et al., 2011). 
However, it remains to be seen if these potential dis-
similarities result in a different level of reported satis-
faction with their lives. 

In line with the aforementioned literature, this 
study pursues the following research questions: 

RQ1: What is the difference between male and 
female participants’ Facebook use? Do they 
differ in time, frequency, number of friends, or 
Facebook functions used?  

Combining the implications and assumptions of both 
social comparison and self-construal literature, the 
negative impact Facebook has on female users’ per-
ceived levels of happiness and life satisfaction makes 
sense. Because women are more inclined to seek rela-
tional information online, they tend to view more pic-
tures and read more posts than their male counter-
parts. This means they are more likely to receive a 
bigger mix of forced and sought information. They 
would also be more likely to interact with information 
from non-close friends than their male counterparts, 
resulting in more upward, and therefore negative, so-
cial comparisons. Based on prior studies, it seems fea-
sible that these types of comparisons would tend to in-
itiate, or in some cases reinforce, negative self-
construals. However, because most prior construal 
studies were conducted on offline interactions, it is im-
portant to explore the potential connection in an 
online environment. Thus, it leads to a second research 
question: 

RQ2: How are Facebook activities related to users' 
life satisfaction? And do any relationships 
between Facebook use and life satisfaction 
differ across genders? 

3. Methodology 

This study combines the results of two online surveys 
investigating respondents’ use of Facebook and their 
reported levels of happiness and life satisfaction. The 
surveys were administered five months apart to sepa-
rate sets of undergraduate students at a large, private 
research-one university in the United States. The initial 
survey included responses from 428 students. Of those 
respondents, 75% were female, and 16% were interna-
tional students (non-U.S. residents). Participants self-
reported their race/ethnic backgrounds as 72% White, 
18% Asian, 8 % Hispanic, and 2% Black. Participants in 

the second survey were smaller in number but similar 
in demographic characteristics. Of 239 respondents, 
72% were female, 19% were international students, 
74.8% were White, 15.7% Asian, 6.5% Hispanic, 2.6% 
Black and 0.4% Native American. 

The initial survey consists of three parts: media use 
and preference (general to all media and specific to Fa-
cebook), evaluations of life, and demographics. 
Measures of Facebook use include number of Face-
book “checks” per day and estimated length of log-ins. 
Questions regarding Facebook features consist of 
prompts regarding number of “friends” respondents 
have on Facebook, how many of these friends they 
have previously met in person, and how many Face-
book friends respondents contacted regularly. It also 
includes questions regarding which Facebook-based 
activities respondents spend the time engaged in (i.e., 
posting on others’ walls, private messaging, chatting, 
posting photos, playing games, etc.). Results from the 
initial survey led to the development of the second re-
search question (how are Facebook activities related to 
users’ life assessments and how does this differ across 
sex/gender) and the addition of questionnaire ele-
ments to the second survey. 

To explore the question of the impact of Facebook 
activities on respondents’ life satisfaction, all of the 
previous measures for Facebook use were repeated 
and expanded in the second survey. The second 
prompt contains similar measures with additional and 
more detailed questions to help explicate interesting 
points gleaned from the first survey. The second survey 
includes both closed- and opened-ended questions to 
gauge the motivation for Facebook use. For example, 
one of the open-ended questions asks, “why do you 
use Facebook?” The closed-ended questions examine 
attitudes toward Facebook’s various features using Lik-
ert-scaled response choices. Such questions include a 
five-point scale asking respondents to indicate their 
level of agreement or disagreement with comments 
such as “Facebook is good for meeting new people” 
and “I prefer reading others’ posts on Facebook rather 
than posting myself.” There are also questions measur-
ing respondents’ agreement (or disagreement) with var-
ious statements about Facebook and its perceived us-
age. These include comments such as “People use 
Facebook to brag about their lives,” “I get jealous when I 
look at other people’s Facebook pictures,” and “I judge 
others based on how many Facebook friends they have.” 
These questions provide measures of respondents’ atti-
tudes about Facebook and Facebook users. 

The second survey includes more detailed measures 
of life satisfaction and happiness. Respondents were 
asked to rate statements related to their own life satis-
faction and happiness. Survey participants were asked 
to rate their agreement with phrases such as, “My life 
is fulfilling,” “My life is meaningful,” “I have a good 
life,” “I am a happy person,” ”I am happy with my life 
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now,” “Life is generally fair,” and “Others have better 
lives than I do.” The scale runs from 1 = “most agree” 
to 5 = “least agree,” which was recoded in data analysis 
to reflect that the higher the number, the more posi-
tive the participant’s assessment. A factor analysis of 
these measures with the Varimax rotation method re-
sulted in the creation of a single factor that helped de-
termine respondent’s perceptions of their overall “life 
satisfaction.”  

A variety of statistical analyses were conducted in 
this study to extricate information from the survey re-
sponses. These include factor analyses, ANOVAs, and a 
canonical correlational analysis. The participants’ re-
sponses were examined as a whole and the female re-
sponses were also examined separately (although 
there was no significant variation in findings for the 
purely female data set compared to the full set). The 
results are summarized below. 

4. Findings 

Initial results from both surveys support existing claims 
regarding the use of Facebook by college-aged partici-
pants. Respondents to both surveys reported using Fa-
cebook daily in a series of numerous short-term ses-
sions. The average respondent logs on 5–10 times per 
day, with sessions estimated to last between 5 and 10 
minutes. Females have a higher tendency toward daily 
Facebook use (r = .129, p < .01). However, the differ-
ence in overall estimated time spent on Facebook be-
tween male and female users is insignificant (r = .043, p 
= .376). Thus, while female users report more regular 
use, overall exposure to Facebook content was similar 
between the sexes. 

The reported tally of Facebook “friends” partici-
pants report having is remarkably consistent across the 
two surveys for this study and with prior research. In 
the first survey, over 90% of respondents indicated 
they had 500+ Facebook friends.1 In an upwardly ad-
justed measure, the second survey resulted in the 
mean, median and mode of number of Facebook 
friends converging at 650–700 friends. Approximately 
20% of respondents indicated that they have more 
than 1000 Facebook friends. When asked the number 
of Facebook friends with whom respondents had regu-
lar contact, in both surveys more than 75% indicated 
fewer than 20. This number was consistent across male 
and female respondents.  

As explained earlier, a factor analysis of the seven 
measures of respondents’ perceived happiness and 
contentment with their lives resulted in the creation of 

1 An initial flaw discovered via the exploratory study was un-
derestimating the number of “friends” respondents would 
have. The scale initially stopped with a high of “500+” which 
proved to be far too low for any possibly meaningful discovery. 
The scale was adjusted upward for the second survey. 

a single “life satisfaction” factor. This factor is found to 
be positively correlated with the number of all Face-
book friends users have (r = .136, n = 635, p < .001; r = 
.216, n = 230, p = .001), which contradicts with the hy-
pothesis derived from social comparison theory. There-
fore, H1a is not supported.  

The number of Facebook friends surveyed partici-
pants interact with regularly is also found to be posi-
tively correlated with their perceived life satisfaction in 
both surveys (r = .066, n = 634, p = .096; r = .039, n = 
230, p = .554). But both correlation coefficients fail to 
reach significance level. Therefore, H1b is also not sup-
ported. Given that both overall Facebook friends and 
friends one interacts with regularly correlate positively 
with users’ perceived life satisfaction researchers must 
reconsider the application of social comparison theory 
into social media. This interesting result warrants fur-
ther exploration of interactions with various types of 
Facebook and real life friends. 

Using the factor analysis-derived measure of “life 
satisfaction” revealed a strong correlation between re-
spondents’ life satisfaction and specific activities en-
gaged in on Facebook. Frequency of engagement in in-
teractive activities was strongly connected to lower 
perceptions of contentment. In both surveys, the more 
respondents reported using Facebook chat (r = -.099, p 
= .013; r = -.199, p = .003) the less satisfied they re-
ported being with their lives. User interactions with 
photos also significantly correlated with adverse per-
ceptions of life satisfaction. Uploading photos (r = -
.139, p < .001; r = -.178, p = .007), tagging photos (r = -
.185, p < .001; r = -.282, p < .001) and looking at other’s 
photos/videos (r = -.145, p < .001; r = -.225, p = .001) all 
have a direct relationship with users’ perceived con-
tentment with their own lives. Similar results were 
found based on measures of time spent using each of 
these tools, although Facebook chat and uploading 
photos fell out of statistical significance. Time spent 
tagging photos (r = -.123, p = .002; r = -.200, p = .002) 
and looking at others’ photos/videos (r = -.030, p = .010; 
r = -.258, p < .001) were significantly correlated with 
negative reports of life satisfaction in both surveys.  

The initial survey yielded mixed results regarding 
gender differences in Facebook use. Female partici-
pants tend to check out others’ life presentations more 
frequently than their male counterparts (r = .110, p 
=.012), although the time women spend on this Face-
book function is not significantly longer than the men’s 
time spent at these activities (r = .039, p = .213). It is 
worth noting that women in the initial survey reported 
slightly lower levels of life satisfaction than their male 
counterparts–but the results are inconclusive because 
of low significance levels. 

For the second survey, a one-way ANOVA was used 
to test differences in use of specific Facebook func-
tions/activities based on the sex of the respondent. 
While males reported using wall posts, music and 
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games more frequently than females, the most distinct 
differentiation came in engagement with photos/video. 
While “looking at others’ photos” yielded a less than 
ideal .054 significance in difference (F1, 228 = 3.758), 
women’s tendency to upload photos is significantly 
higher than their male counterparts (F1, 230 = 10.315, p = 
.002). Even more striking is women’s tendency to “tag” 
photos more often than men (F1, 229 = 16.924, p < .001).2 

Not surprisingly, this study found that individuals 
who engaged with photos did so in multiple ways; sev-
eral significant positive correlations were found within 
photo-related Facebook activities. Tagging photos is 
positively correlated at the p < .01 level with uploading 
photos, r(236) = .679; looking at others’ photos, r(234) 
= .446; and checking others’ information, r(235) = .325. 
Uploading photos and looking at others’ photos were 
similarly correlated with the same activities. Individuals 
who engaged with photos did so in numerous ways. 

The second survey also shows that engaging with 
photos is significantly positively correlated with a wide 
variety of motivations for Facebook use. “Showing off 
pictures,” which includes behaviors such as posting 
one’s own photos and tagging photos, is positively corre-
lated with the following reasons for using Facebook: 
“meeting others’ expectations,” r(234) = .212, p < .01; 
“comparing self to other,” r(233) = .353, p < .01; “keep-
ing track of others’ lives,” r(234) = .318, p < .01;“seeking 
information about a new acquaintance,” r(233) = .355, p 
< 01; “self-expression,” r(232) = .360, p < .01; and “brag-
ging about accomplishments,” r(232) = 429, p < .01. 
Many of these individual concepts relate to both creat-
ing social comparisons and expressing self-construals. 

Survey responses to a five-point measure of agree-
ment with the statement “I get jealous of others’ Face-
book pictures” were negatively skewed (M = 3.23, SD = 
1.17), indicating that the respondents do not think Fa-
cebook pictures induce jealousy in them. However, re-
sults indicate that jealousy from Facebook pictures cor-
relates with feeling less separated from others (r(235) 
= .188, p < .01) and judging others based on the num-
ber of Facebook friends they have (r(234) = .357, p < 
.01). There is also a positive correlation between jeal-
ousy and the tendency to visit Facebook when feeling 
lonely (r(235) = .356, p < .01). These findings suggest 
that further research is needed to explicate the con-
nection between these actions and sentiments. 

2 “Tagging” is a sharing behavior in which a person connects 
others to a photo by “naming” the person as associated with 
the photo. Individuals can “tag” their own photos or others’ 
photos as a means of sharing. 

There is an overall negative relationship between 
time spent on Facebook and users' assessment with 
their lives (r = -.154, p = .002). Therefore, hypothesis 2 
is supported. This finding from the first survey led to an 
increased focus on the impact of specific Facebook ac-
tivities on life satisfaction in the second survey. The re-
sults of the second survey demonstrate a vital differ-
ence the contribution-specific activities make to life 
assessments. More time allocated toward actively en-
gaging with photos—tagging, uploading and looking at 
others’ photos—is significantly negatively correlated 
with attitudes such as “Life is generally fair,” “My life is 
meaningful,” “I have a good life,” and “I am a happy 
person.” However, uploading photos and tagging pho-
tos are positively correlated with respondents’ pro-
fessed happiness with their current life (see Table 1). 
Negative relationships were also discovered with time 
spent engaging in other Facebook activities such as 
chatting, wall posts, and messaging. Time spent on wall 
posts is negatively correlated with attitudes of general 
fairness of life, r(232) = -.156, p = .018, and perceptions 
that “my life is meaningful,” r(233) = -.172, p = .008, 
but is positively correlated with current happiness with 
life, r(233) = .132, p = .043. However, this mix of influ-
ences on time spent engaged in various activities 
leaves mixed results regarding RQ2 and will be ex-
plored more thoroughly in the discussion section. 

In order to see the overall relationship between the 
12 distinct Facebook activities and 7 Facebook users' 
life assessments, a canonical correlation analysis was 
conducted. This statistical procedure aims at extracting 
the maximum number of canonical variates explaining 
the two sets of variables. The result shows the canoni-
cal weights and canonical loadings, the latter of which 
indicate the correlation between the original variable 
and the canonical variate (see Table 2). The loadings 
from Facebook activities show that photo/video relat-
ed activities contribute greatly to the canonical variate 
(loadings of “looking at other’s photos/videos” and 
“tagging photos” are .840 and .567, respectively). It 
seems that these windows to others' lives via the social 
network do have some influence over one's life as-
sessments and happiness level. Only one canonical var-
iate (time spent on Facebook) achieves a statistically 
significant canonical root—.201 (p = .011); in other 
words, the time spent on Facebook's various activities 
can roughly explain 20% of Facebook users' life as-
sessments. In another estimate, the overall correlation 
between the two sets of variables (Facebook activities 
and life assessments) is .449. 

19Facebook Users’ Engagement and Perceived Life Satisfaction

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



Table 1. Correlation matrix between Facebook use and life assessments (N = 233). 
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Frequency of using 

How happy are you with your life now? .132 .033 .109 .107 .076 .046 -.028 .137 .141 .021 .064 -.056 

I have a good life. -.115 -.211 .004 -.248 -.178 .165 .097 -.075 -.188 -.145 -.050 -.032 

Life is generally fair. -.156 -.129 -.061 -.193 -.165 .041 -.089 -.169 -.277 -.098 -.051 .009 

I am a happy person. -.096 -.181 -.003 -.231 -.109 .083 -.039 -.174 -.278 -.260 .034 -.047 

My life is meaningful. -.172 -.170 -.095 -.229 -.077 .012 -.014 -.173 -.213 -.251 -.072 -.079 

Others have better lives than I do. -.026 -.010 -.026 -.019 .010 .037 .023 .001 .042 .002 -.028 .014 

My life is fulfilling. -.123 -.177 -.059 -.216 -.088 .100 .032 -.114 -.233 -.183 -.037 -.070 

I take joy in being social. -.250 -.262 -.060 -.313 -.224 .031 .030 -.257 -.382 -.314 .054 -.182 

I am shy in face-to-face interactions. -.083 -.041 -.037 -.033 -.082 .193 .267 -.068 -.121 -.103 .080 .043 

I am an outgoing person. -.200 -.173 -.102 -.247 -.124 .029 -.014 -.206 -.315 =.212 .016 -.069 

Amount of time 

How happy are you with your life now? .011 .052 .072 .110 .112 -.039 -.059 .079 .084 .168 .003 -.086 

I have a good life. -.034 -.164 .061 -.127 -.104 .187 .079 -.038 -.136 -.181 .092 .066 

Life is generally fair. -.031 -.116 -.015 -.095 -.145 .002 -.047 -.151 -.177 -.056 .011 -.002 

I am a happy person. .052 -.069 .056 -.111 -.108 .135 .014 -.162 -.262 -.291 .094 -.016 

My life is meaningful. .014 -.133 -.060 -.160 -.080 .079 .021 -.099 -.174 -.279 -.032 -.019 

Others have better lives than I do. .107 .083 -.067 -.001 -.020 .108 .121 .064 .020 .076 .089 .154 

My life is fulfilling. -.004 -.126 .010 -.136 -.082 .138 .066 -.058 -.120 -.200 .066 -.001 

I take joy in being social. -.090 -.126 .035 -.206 -.102 .128 .088 -.173 -.301 -.320 .192 -.061 

I am shy in face-to-face interactions. -.043 .021 .020 -.035 .051 .194 .249 -.081 -.104 -.108 .193 .020 

I am an outgoing person. -.100 -.065 -.053 -.192 -.054 .090 .049 -.160 -.237 -.317 .147 -.028 

Note: *Presented in the table are Pearson coefficients, underline p < .05; bold p < .01. 

Table 2. Canonical structure between the two sets of variables. 
 Canonical Weight Canonical Loading 

Facebook Activity   

Wall post  -.155 -.022 
Facebook chat  .099 .263 
Status  -.063 -.001 
Events/groups .341 .444 
Messages .093 .218 
Music -.134 -.106 
Checking out others’ Info -.051 .159 
Uploading photos or/and videos .197 .433 
Tagging photos .155 .567 
Looking at other photos/videos .731 .840 
Games .116 .039 
Visit fan pages .028 .046 

Life Assessment   

I have a good life -.041 .562 
Life is generally fair -.062 .269 
I’m a happy person .520 .807 
My life is meaningful .680 .824 
Others have better lives than I do .333 .119 
My life is fulfilling -.244 .599 
I am happy with my life now .311 .535 

Note: Canonical correlation coefficient = .449; Canonical root (eigenvalue) = .201; X2 = 116.237 df = 84 p = .011. 
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Measures of respondents’ use of Facebook tools al-
so yielded interesting results. The initial survey results 
indicated that “looking at others’ photos” was the most 
frequently engaged in activity on Facebook (23%) and 
was how users spent the highest proportion of their 
Facebook time (30%). Of all respondents to the second 
survey, 49% indicate “looking at others’ photos/videos” 
is an activity they “very frequently” engage in. When 
“frequent” and “very frequent” use responses were 
combined, 89% of respondents declared “looking at 
others’ photos/videos” to be a highly used feature of 
the social network site. The next most frequently en-
gaged in activities on Facebook were “messaging” 
(86.9% selected frequent or very frequent combined) 
and “wall posts” (83.5% frequent or very frequent 
combined). Conversely, game functions were used 
least frequently. Almost 70% of respondents report 
“never” using Facebook to play online games. The vari-
ety in the types of Facebook tools used, or not used, by 
respondents provides some insight into the ways these 
users interact with the information available via the 
medium and enhance our understanding of why there 
are such correlations between Facebook use and life 
satisfaction. 

5. Discussion 

This study examines the impact of Facebook use on col-
lege-aged individuals’ life satisfaction. The discoveries 
across the two surveys do not support the first set of 
hypotheses about the relationship between the 
amount of Facebook friends and life satisfaction. There 
appears to be a need for continued exploration. The 
existing literature about social comparison may first 
appear relevant in the social media setting, but the re-
lationships formed on social media and their impact on 
one’s perceived life satisfaction may be based on other 
psychological concepts. The consistent correlation be-
tween the numbers of Facebook friends one has and 
his overall life satisfaction and the inconclusive finding 
of the impact of frequently interacted Facebook friends 
warrant further exploration. Perhaps a future study fo-
cusing specifically on the interactive differences based 
on friendship types may shed new light on this intri-
guing phenomenon.  

Hypothesis 2 is fully supported, confirming a strong 
connection between the amount of time someone 
spends on Facebook and his or her perceived life satis-
faction. This finding is consistent with existing research 
regarding Facebook use (Chou & Edge, 2012; Kross et 
al., 2013; Muise et al., 2009; Ryan & Xenos, 2011; 
Sukes et al., 2012). However, this study leaves the 
question open as to why such a negative correlation 
exists. Others have hypothesized that the connection 
may be due to a motivational disappointment (i.e., Fa-
cebook does not gratify the needs the user seeks to ful-
fill) (Smock et al., 2011) or that the asynchronous na-

ture of the medium allows for the presentation of an 
edited or “best self” version of others’ lives that no one’s 
own life can live up to (Park, Lee, & Kim, 2012; Tosun, 
2012; Wilcox & Laird, 2000). This study, although not po-
sitioned to make causal claims, hints at the ways in 
which users engage with Facebook content may influ-
ence the impact of the medium. 

The second research question for this study asks 
how users’ Facebook behaviors impact their life satis-
faction. A clear general connection was found between 
the activities Facebook users engage in online and their 
overall life satisfaction. However, our data analysis 
does not provide a straightforward explanation about 
the social medium’s impact on life satisfaction. The 
complex results regarding RQ2 warrant further discus-
sion, as do the implications of this study for the listed 
research questions.  

While previous literature suggests that increased 
time spent on Facebook should result in overall lower 
levels of happiness (Chou & Edge, 2012) this more 
granular approach parses out the impact of particular 
Facebook activities and provides potential insights into 
why those activities alter perceived life satisfaction 
based on social comparison and self-construal litera-
ture. This study reveals a pattern of respondents feel-
ing less satisfied with their lives the more they engage 
in interactive activities that include a mix of “forced” 
information (pictures and wall posts) and “sought” in-
formation (messages and chatting), understanding that 
all information is, to some degree, generally sought 
when using Facebook. Existing literature on social 
comparisons suggests that sought information should 
create downward comparisons and therefore create 
positive reflections of self (Kim & Sharkey, 1995; 
Wheeler & Miyake, 1992). However, that is not the 
case here. Perhaps the distinction between sought and 
forced information is less important in this situation 
than another shared characteristic of these types of ac-
tivities. The more telling commonality here is that 
these activities all encourage specific consideration of 
others’ information. More individualized Facebook ac-
tivities (those not requiring interacting with others’ 
personal information—e.g., music, games, personal 
status updates) showed no statistically significant cor-
relation with life satisfaction assessments but activities 
such as tagging photos requires specific examination of 
others’ pictures—participants must consider the con-
tent of someone’s photo in order to engage in this ac-
tivity. Perhaps it is the interaction with others’ infor-
mation and not the specific category of information 
that stimulates social comparisons and alters self-
construals, therefore, influencing overall happiness and 
life satisfaction. 

The impact of interacting with photos on Facebook 
provides some support for the idea that interactive so-
cial information seeking activities have a stronger neg-
ative impact than more solitary, self-focused activities 
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do. Tagging photos implies an interest in relational de-
velopment and maintenance because the point of tag-
ging is creating a connection between the information 
and the person “tagged” and, through that, a connec-
tion to the “tagger.” A person who tags must consider 
the content of the photo, determine the appropriate 
person(s) to tag based on social reasoning, and actually 
take the time to tag them. While not a highly technical 
process, it does require a high degree of intention on 
the part of the tagger. The interdependent construal 
characteristics exhibited by women (Cross & Madson, 
1997) may explain why female Facebook users have a 
higher tendency toward engaging in tagging activities. 
Also, interacting so purposefully with information 
about others is traditionally viewed as increasing the 
likelihood of creating social comparisons (Wheeler & 
Miyake, 1992). It is not surprising, then, that female 
users tend to engage in these Facebook activities often 
and that this engagement corresponds with alterations 
in perceptions of one’s satisfaction with her own life. 

This study supports the idea that there are some 
gender-based differences in Facebook use and impacts. 
While the differences were not extensive, some were 
quite clear. Males and females engage in different Fa-
cebook activities and those activities impact their per-
ceived levels of life satisfaction. Unfortunately, the dis-
proportionate number of female respondents in each 
of the surveys for the present study may have masked 
further significant gender differences. Muscanell & 
Guadagno (2012) had a disproportionately high con-
centration of males (65%) in their study and had mod-
estly different findings in male use patterns. For exam-
ple, no respondent for either survey for this study cites 
“dating” as a reason or activity on Facebook, but it was 
a major factor in Muscanell and Guadagno’s (2012) 
study. A separate assessment of the current data based 
solely on responses by females was consistent with the 
findings as stated here. A third iteration of the present 
survey should strive for a more balanced sample of 
males and females if more gender-based research 
questions are to be examined. 

6. Conclusion 

Facebook appears to be a rather promising medium for 
establishing and maintaining social connections 
(Chueng et al., 2011; Quan-Hass & Young, 2010). How-
ever, if Facebook users seek happiness via this social 
connection, they are likely to be disappointed. Exten-
sive use of online networking, for many, actually leads 
to increased dissatisfaction with their lives.  

The findings of this study, supported by existing lit-
erature, show that Facebook may create socio-
cognitive tension for users. The strong motivation to 
acquire social information encourages Facebook use as 
a means of gratifying the need to attain social capital. 
The likely upward social comparisons resulting from 

the generally positive information available via Face-
book may result in the skewed interpretations discov-
ered by Chou and Edge (2012) and supported here.  

From a theoretical perspective, this study demon-
strates that while there are ties between existing in-
terpersonal and self-perception based theories and 
mediated interpersonal and group networking, the 
theories are not necessarily directly applicable across 
platforms. The ideas of social comparison and self-
construals logically connect with Facebook activities, 
but the offline findings do not directly or perfectly align 
with online behaviors or outcomes. This means that 
while the existing theories may act as guides, like other 
communication theories, they must be tested in the 
digital networking environment and adapted according 
to the contexts in which they are applied. Social com-
parison and self-construal theories may inform our un-
derstanding of online social networking, but require 
further exploration in mediated interpersonal settings. 

Overall, this study provides interesting insights into 
the Facebook use patterns of college-aged population. 
The fact that Facebook use may engender an unantici-
pated, inverse impact is intriguing. Facebook users are 
driven to develop social connections to gratify the 
need to increase self-esteem by increasing social capi-
tal. However, the result of increased Facebook use, 
particularly interactions with photos and Facebook 
messaging, increases individuals’ likelihood of engaging 
in social comparisons (including negative upward com-
parisons) and developing negative self-construals (par-
ticularly for females). These tendencies often serve to 
decrease a user’s overall satisfaction with his or her 
life. The tension created by this dissonance between 
the social connectedness one seeks and the dissatisfac-
tion one attains, however, does not seem to decrease 
the tendency to use the social networking system. 
While social comparison and self-construal research 
provide an initial, but only partial, explanation for this 
phenomenon, more research is necessary to fully un-
derstand both the causes of the dissatisfaction and us-
ers’ responses to it. 
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Abstract 
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participants performed speeded categorizations of 60 pairs of matched pleasant and unpleasant environmental oppor-
tunities and threats. They categorized the items based on their form (is this a word or a picture?) or based on how the 
picture made them feel (is this pleasant or unpleasant to you?). If pictures do elicit greater biologically imperative re-
sponses than their word counterparts, participants should be able to make form decisions faster than feeling decisions, 
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logical relevance. This main proposition was supported. Implications for this proposition in terms of communication 
theory are discussed. 

Keywords 
embodied; embedded; dynamic systems; message processing; pictures; words 

Issue 
This article is part of a regular issue of Media and Communication, edited by Professor Bradley Greenberg (Michigan State 
University, USA) and Professor Elisabeth Klaus (University of Salzburg, Austria). 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Over the years, communication researchers have spent 
a lot of time investigating the differential effects of pic-
tures and words on people’s cognition, emotion, 
memory, and comprehension. Research in this area is 
done in an attempt to ascertain whether pictures or 
words are more effective for presenting various types 

of information in different kinds of messages. This re-
search has demonstrated that the processing of words 
and pictures varies along a continuum from abstract to 
concrete. Here we are concerned only with the pro-
cessing of concrete pictures and words; that is, pictures 
and words that stand for or depict real things in the 
world. Certainly, in the era of the internet this kind of 
research is more relevant to communication research 
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than ever. In general, we find that pictures tend to be 
more arousing, more memorable, more easily pro-
cessed, and elicit more emotional response than words 
(Houts, Doak, Doak, & Loscalzo, 2006; Kensinger & 
Schacter, 2006; Lang, Potter, & Bolls, 1999).  

Multiple explanations for these results exist, includ-
ing: first, that pictures are processed in parallel while 
words are processed serially, or; second, that pictures 
are processed automatically while the processing of 
words is more effortful. We, based on theories of eco-
logical perception (i.e. perception action theory), em-
bodied motivated cognition, and evolutionary psychol-
ogy, propose instead that the faster and more vigorous 
responses elicited by pictures compared to words arise 
because pictures automatically elicit more vigorous or 
thoroughly expressed evolved biologically imperative 
responses.  

Dynamic human centered communication systems 
theory (DHCCST) (Lang, 2014) is used as the framework 
for explaining and testing this theoretical hypothesis 
for why pictures, compared to words, tend to be pro-
cessed faster and elicit larger emotional responses. Un-
like most communication theories framed within the 
dominant paradigmatic approach consisting of the lin-
ear causal model, sensation-perception theory, and in-
formation processing approaches (Lang, 2013) DHCCST 
is based on a new approach based on the dynamic sys-
tems non-linear causal model, perception action theo-
ry, and motivated cognition.  

DHCCST conceptualizes communication as an 
evolved, embedded, dynamic adaptive process peculiar 
to animals acting in the world (Clark, 2008; Gibson, 
2013; Sherry, 2011). Therefore, we analyze the differ-
ences between pictures and words by considering 
them from the perspective of an evolved human acting 
in an environment over-time. Time is essential in this 
analysis and provides guidance for our theorizing at 
several scales (Berthenthal, 2007). Time is considered 
at the evolutionary scale (millions of years), at the his-
torical scale (thousands of years), the behavioral scale 
(days and hours), and at a cognitive/neurological scale 
(minutes to milliseconds). 

2. From an Evolutionary Timescale 

The primary assumption of DHCCST is that humans are 
animals and that they evolved in this particular world. 
As a result, we evolved in such a way as to be tuned to 
perceiving and acting in this world with its combination 
of forces and media. DHCCST’s ecological approach is 
based on Gibson’s ecological or direct perception theo-
ry. Sometimes called perception action theory, it is 
based on the notion that humans evolved in this par-
ticular world, which provided us with an environment 
where air, light, water, and gravity are the media that 
afford animal life and animate behavior/action. In addi-
tion to these life supporting and perception-enabling 

media through which we move, the world also contains 
substances, surfaces, detachable objects, and animals. 
Surfaces vary in opacity, hardness, texture, etc. Surfac-
es can be open (ground, walls) or closed (rooms, caves). 
Surfaces can contain substances. Objects are closed sur-
faces which can be detached and moved from one place 
to another. Animals are detachable objects with a closed 
body envelope who can change their external appear-
ance and display animate behavior. 

According to ecological perception theory, the per-
ceptual organs are evolved machines that directly pick 
up information from the world. The movement (i.e. ac-
tion) of animals and their perceptual organs through 
the world results in the direct pickup of information in 
the world allowing animals to move, find food, avoid 
danger, and procreate. The sensations of sight, hearing 
or smell are secondary to the actual pick up of the in-
formation. Action, not sensation, mediates perception. 

DHCCST defines communication as the transfer of 
information from one animal to another in an envi-
ronment over time. Communication is both evolved 
and adaptive. As evolved animals, humans have a vari-
ety of evolved communication encoding systems. 
DHCCST defines evolved communication encoding sys-
tems as those actions or emissions of animals that can 
be directly perceived by the perceptual system of an-
other animal. For example, marking behavior (i.e. leav-
ing behind a smell through an emission or the behavior 
of rubbing against something) is an evolved encoding 
system, and the mark is a form of communication that 
can be directly perceived by the olfactory system of an 
animal. Similarly, actions and expressions can be di-
rectly perceived by the visual system. Sounds (e.g. 
screams, moans, sighs, cries, growls, purrs) can be di-
rectly perceived by the auditory perceptual system. An-
imals communicate through a variety of evolved per-
ceptual systems. Bees communicate the location of 
particularly good nectar through the waggle dance 
(Riley, Greggers, Smith, Reynolds, & Menzel, 2005), ants 
secrete scent trails to guide one another towards food 
(Wilson, 1962). Humans and most mammals can smell 
your fear (de Groot, Semin, & Smeets, 2014), hear your 
cries or laughter, see your facial expressions and your 
actions, and express tenderness and love through touch. 
These are our evolved communication systems. 

The evolved human walking through the world in 
evolutionary time only encountered substances, sur-
faces, objects and animals. Their perceptual systems 
directly picked up, over time, both the invariant as-
pects of their environment (i.e. things that were not 
changing as they moved through the world) and its var-
iants (i.e. things that were changing as they moved 
through the world). Invariants include the shape of a 
mountain, the texture and orientation of the ground, 
and the location of trees. As the animal moves, some 
invariants appear while others are occluded but they 
remain invariant. Other aspects of the world are vari-
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ant. Leaves blow in the wind or fall. Animals appear, 
move, and disappear. The light changes as clouds move 
across the sun, or the sun rises and sets. Evolved com-
munication information, whether it is an emission, an 
action, an expression, a sound, or a touch is variant and 
is directly perceived. Thus, information passing be-
tween animals through evolved encoding systems is di-
rectly perceived variant information in the environ-
ment and is the basis of communication. The evolved 
human walking through the world in evolutionary time 
only encountered substances, surfaces, objects, and 
animals. They never encountered a picture or a word 
as these did not yet exist.  

3. From a Historical Timescale 

And then someone made a drawing--in the sand, in the 
mud, on a cave wall, with chalk, with paint…and there 
was a picture. What is a picture? According to Gibson 
(2013) a picture is a surface that captures the invariant 
aspects of a place or an object at a time and freezes it. 
Ecological perception mediated by action includes both 
variant and invariant information. A picture is not an 
evolved encoding system. It is a man-made invention 
that captures the invariant aspects of a thing at a spe-
cific moment in time. In particular, it captures shape, 
color and form. What it doesn’t capture are the vari-
ants of the object or the place. Thus, a picture of a cat 
has the form and the color and the shape of a cat but it 
doesn’t have locomotion, sniffing, licking, being ruffled 
by the wind, or being soft when you touch it. When we 
see a picture of a cat, we directly perceive the invari-
ants of the cat. But the picture of a cat affords only 
what is afforded by the visual invariant aspects of a cat 
provided in the ambient light array (i.e. information 
available to the visual perceptual system). As a result, 
the picture affords only looking at a cat, not stroking it, 
smelling it, or hearing it purr. But the form, shape, and 
color of the cat are still available for direct perception. 
DHCCST defines pictures as a manmade representa-
tional encoding system. Manmade representational 
systems are those that contain information that is di-
rectly perceivable by some perceptual system, but do 
not contain all of the perceptual information that 
would be available in the real object, substance, sur-
face, or animal. 

And then there were words. After pictures came 
words. Words are, in a sense, pictures. They are surfaces 
that provide invariant edges arranged in various orienta-
tions fixed in time. Their shape, color, and form can be 
directly perceived but these shapes and forms are not 
related to the shapes and forms of the things that they 
stand for. The shape of the word cat does not provide 
any directly perceived information about the invariants 
of the cat. The only directly perceivable information in a 
word is the shape, color, and form of the word. Thus, the 
meaning of the word is not directly perceivable. 

4. From the Neurological and Cognitive Timescales 

What happens, then, when we see a word? How do we 
get from directly perceiving the form of the word cat, 
to knowing that the word “cat” stands for cat. As com-
plex evolved animals, humans consist of multiple nest-
ed complex systems. DHCCST pays particular attention 
to the cognitive/neurological system embedded in a 
physiological system, embedded in a motivational sys-
tem, embedded in a perceptual system, embedded in a 
biological system. Each of these systems evolved to 
function in this world and constrains, interacts with, fa-
cilitates, and inhibits actions and reactions in the other 
systems over time. These systems are nested in the 
human both biologically and within time. The neurolog-
ical system is in a faster band than the cognitive 
(Berthenthal, 2007). Complex interactions of these sys-
tems allow us to act, perceive, feel, and think in the 
world. DHCCST builds on Hofstadter’s (Hofstadter, 
2000) conceptualization of an active symbol to bridge 
the gap between direct perception of the form of the 
word “cat” and the sensation of the meaning of the 
word “cat”. According to Hofstadter, an active symbol 
is something in the world which initially elicits neuronal 
activation associated with its form, but then immedi-
ately activates additional neuronal activity associated 
with its meaning and our knowledge of the thing that 
the symbol stands for. This activity eventually leads to 
the cognitive sensation of meaning. Thus, when looking 
at pictures we directly perceive the form of the thing 
that is represented and respond to it without sensa-
tion. When looking at words we directly perceive the 
form of the word but not the form of the thing that is 
symbolized. The form triggers neurological activity that 
both leads to an understanding of the meaning of the 
word and triggers the appropriate biological response. 
Thus, the perception of the form of a word is mediated 
by action, but the perception of the meaning of a word 
is mediated by sensation. The perception action neuro-
logical loop has been shown to be much shorter and 
therefore much faster than the perception action loop 
(Pearson, 1985). Thus, while the form of the word is di-
rectly perceived as quickly as the form of the picture, the 
form of the word carries no evolved invariants that will 
trigger a biologically imperative response while the form 
of the directly perceived concrete picture does. The 
meaning of a word arrives more slowly with completion 
of the perception sensation loop and triggers a biologi-
cally imperative response, should one be appropriate. 

DHCCST argues that this difference between a rep-
resentation (e.g. picture) of something and a symbol 
(e.g. word) of something is at the heart of the differen-
tial responses we see in people to concrete words and 
pictures. People directly perceive the meaning of a rep-
resentational picture which leads directly to the 
evolved biologically imperative response. People do 
not directly perceive the meaning of a word and there-

27Encoding Systems and Evolved Message Processing: Pictures Enable Action, Words Enable Thinking

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



fore their initial response to a word is neurological and 
then cognitive. The faster neurological component of 
the directly perceived picture automatically triggers 
the evolved biological response before the sensation of 
meaning but more slowly than the directly elicited re-
sponse to the picture.  

Having made this claim it makes sense to temper it 
slightly. Because communication is adaptive, it makes 
sense that a shouted word (Fire!) should elicit almost 
the same evolved response as the presence of fire. If 
words completely removed the ability to act swiftly, 
without the sensation of meaning and conscious 
thought, to protect ourselves from threat or seize op-
portunity, they would not be a particularly adaptive 
form of communication. Yet we know from many areas 
of priming research that, for practiced readers, peo-
ple’s physical and biological responses to words do 
begin before they are consciously perceived and identi-
fied. Similarly, priming research has also shown larger 
responses for pictures than for words (Carr, McCauley, 
Sperber, & Parmelee, 1982). However, once cognition 
catches up, we also have the ability to either facilitate 
or inhibit that evolved response. In this nested system 
approach it is likely that the repeated pairing of the 
meaning of the word with the invariant shape of the 
word results in the shape of the word developing moti-
vational relevance, but this response is smaller than that 
elicit by the evolved invariants of the shape of a cat.  

5. From a Behavioral Timescale 

DHCCST sees human behavior as the dynamic self-
organization of the human nested systems. At this 
timescale as the human animal acts in the evolved 
world it directly picks up information about the sur-
rounding environment and its contents, perceiving 
what the environment affords to promote survival and 
task completion. 

This direct perception of the information in the 
world is nested in our biological motivational systems 
which evolved to promote survival. Hence, danger, 
threats, food, and mates are directly perceived which 
leads to biological and motivational reflexes that sup-
port protective or approach behavior. Action towards 
and away from motivationally relevant things in the 
environment, that is things which afford threat or op-
portunity, begins with direct perception of those things 
and the elicitation of biological motivational responses. 
DHCCST conceptualizes motivational responses using 
Caccioppo’s dual motivational system model (Cacioppo 
& Berntson, 1994, 1999; Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; 
Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson, 1997).This model pos-
its two independent motivational systems, the ap-
proach or appetitive system and the aversive or defen-
sive system. The two systems have been shown to have 
different patterns of activation. Of importance here is 
that the aversive system has been show to activate 

more quickly and more vigorously than the appetitive 
system. This characteristic of the aversive motivational 
activation function is called the negativity bias. Initial 
activation in the direct perceptual, biological (e.g. mo-
tor), and motivational systems has been shown to be 
faster than neurological and cognitive responses to the 
environment and its contents. For example, Whelan, 
Hiebert and Pearson (1995) showed that changes in 
gait (biological) in response to direct perception of var-
iations in the ground occurred before the information 
could have travelled from the foot to the brain and 
back again, given the speed of nerve propagation, as 
would have to happen if the gait change resulted from 
sensation based perception. Similarly, motivation 
based alteration in probe stimuli can be seen as early 
as 8 msec post probe onset. The motivational response 
can modulate the auditory nerve response at 8 msec 
post probe onset suggesting that the motivational sys-
tem is faster than one of the fastest parts of the neuro-
logical system (Davis, 1997). Cognitive facilitation or 
inhibition of these automatic/reflexive actions comes 
somewhat later. This means that motivationally rele-
vant information in the environment directly elicits bio-
logically imperative responses. Its mere presence be-
gins a response that may or may not be stoppable. If 
the response is very swift (e.g. a startle response (pro-
tective) or an orienting response (approach) they can’t 
be stopped. If it’s a slower acting response (e.g. moving 
forward or back, hiding, etc.) its continuation may be 
slowed by cognitive inhibition or sped up by cognitive 
facilitation. 

6. Media as Part of the World 

DHCCST argues that when an animal encounters moti-
vationally relevant contents in the world they respond 
in an evolved biologically imperative manner. But what 
happens when motivationally relevant representations 
(e.g. pictures) and symbols (e.g. words) are encoun-
tered in the environment? Decades of communication 
research have supported the conclusion that responses 
to mediated information are very similar, at least at the 
neurological time scale, to responses to similar infor-
mation in the world (Reeves & Nass, 1996). It has been 
found, in previous studies examining the processing of 
words and pictures, that pleasant and unpleasant 
words and pictures automatically activate the motiva-
tional systems (Lang, 2009; Lang & Yegiyan, 2009; Lee 
& Lang, 2009) with pleasant words and pictures elicit-
ing appetitive activation and unpleasant words and pic-
tures eliciting aversive activation (P. J. Lang, Green-
wald, Bradley, & Hamm, 1993). Thus, both pictures and 
words elicit motivational activation but, due to the 
negativity bias, unpleasant pictures and words elicit 
more activation than pleasant pictures and words.  

However, as discussed previously, we are arguing 
that when perceiving pictures, the biologically evolved 
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response, either aversive or appetitive, will begin im-
mediately because the form of the motivationally rele-
vant thing can be directly picked up from a picture. 
However, as time continues and there are no variants 
to accompany the invariants in the picture, the re-
sponse may unfold in a less vigorous manner since 
there are no indications that the picture contains fur-
ther motivationally relevant information (e.g. animate 
behavior). On the other hand, when a motivationally 
relevant word is encountered, there is no direct pickup 
of the form of the object, only the form of the word. 
Instead, the neurological response occurs identifying 
the shape of the word, which then triggers the biologi-
cal response of identifying threat or opportunity and 
eventually the cognitive identification of the thing. For 
this reason, DHCCST argues that symbols (i.e. words) 
result in a slower, less vigorous, and more modifiable 
biologically imperative response and then enable its 
inhibition or facilitation. 

These biologically imperative motivational respons-
es happen automatically and quickly in order to sup-
port behavior towards opportunity and away from 
threat. Therefore, they can interfere with other ongo-
ing behaviors. Research demonstrates that automati-
cally elicited motivational responses interfere with and 
slow learned and ongoing behaviors (Boysen, Berntson, 
Hannan, & Cacioppo, 1996) and that the larger the bio-
logical imperative, the greater the interference with 
the task.  

7. Processing Pictures and Words 

What does this mean for the processing of pictures and 
words? The theory described above offers four basic 
propositions from which to predict human processing 
of words and pictures. First, pictures elicit bigger and 
faster biologically imperative responses than do words. 
Second, unpleasant things elicit larger biologically im-
perative responses than do pleasant things. Third, bio-
logically imperative responses happen automatically, 
take time to occur, and affect not only the timing but 
also the trajectories of other behavior. They may speed 
certain types of related behavior (e.g. approaching, 
avoiding), but may interfere with and slow other be-
havior (e.g. accessing stored information, making deci-
sions). Fourth, biologically imperative responses can be 
actively inhibited over time and that inhibition will be 
more successful during the delayed responses trig-
gered by neuronal activation than during the direct ac-
tivation of the response by pictures.  

To test these propositions we have designed an ex-
periment in which people view, on a computer screen, 
60 pairs of matched motivationally relevant concrete 
pictures and words (e.g. the word apple, a picture of an 
apple). Half of the picture/word pairs are motivational-
ly relevant and pleasant (e.g. food, sex, babies) and half 
are motivationally relevant and unpleasant (e.g. blood, 

death, weapons, snakes). Participants view and catego-
rize the 120 pictures two times. Once, participants cat-
egorize as fast as they can, whether the thing on screen 
is a picture (representation) or a word (symbol) (called 
form categorization). The other time, they categorize 
whether the thing on screen is pleasant or unpleasant 
(called emotional categorization).  

Applying the propositions, we expect slower cate-
gorization when biological imperatives are larger. 
Therefore, in general, (H1) pictures and (H2) negative 
things should have larger biologically imperative re-
sponses and be categorized more slowly than words 
and positive things.  

The next prediction (H3) is that emotional categori-
zation will be slower than form (word/picture) catego-
rization. This is because neither the meaning nor the 
emotional valence of the word or picture is necessary 
to categorize whether it is a picture or a word. There-
fore, the human system will self-organize, during this 
task, in such a way as to perform the task most suc-
cessfully and efficiently. This means that people will 
automatically (and perhaps even intentionally) inhibit 
their motivational systems in order to decrease the in-
terference of the biologically imperative response with 
the encoding system categorization task. This should 
reduce the size of the response and increase the speed 
of categorization. However, during the emotional cate-
gorization task, it is the activation of the motivational 
systems in response to the directly perceived stimulus 
that leads to the sensation of pleasantness or unpleas-
antness. In order to do this task efficiently participants’ 
need the information provided by the biologically im-
perative response. Therefore, they will not inhibit the 
motivational systems (to the same degree), resulting in 
larger responses and slower categorization. 

In addition, it is possible that there may be some in-
teractions. For example, the difference in categoriza-
tion speed between unpleasant pictures and unpleas-
ant words will likely be larger than the difference 
between positive pictures and positive words. Re-
search question 1 asks if there are any interactions.  

8. Method 

8.1. Experimental Design 

A 2 (Task: Emotional categorization, Form categoriza-
tion) × 2 (Encoding System: representation/picture, 
symbol/word) × 2 (Valence: Pleasant, Unpleasant) × 15 
(pictures) fully within-subjects factorial design was used.  

8.2. Independent Variables 

Stimulus. The stimulus consisted of 60 words and 60 
pictures which were representations of the words. The 
60 words were concrete words selected from the Af-
fective Norms for English Words (ANEW) system (Brad-
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ley & Lang, 1999). The ANEW system contains over 
1000 words that are normed for valence and arousal. 
Thirty of the 60 words chosen were rated as pleasant 
and 30 were rated as unpleasant. The 60 pictures were 
selected from Google Images to represent the words. 
The images were selected controlling for background 
and size. The focal object (which represented the 
word) was large and centrally foregrounded and back-
grounds were simple and emotionally neutral. 

Categorization Task. Participants completed two 
timed categorizations of the stimulus set. The form 
categorization task required participants to view the 
words and pictures in random order and indicate 
whether each was a word or a picture by pressing one 
of two indicated keys on the keyboard as quickly as 
possible. The emotional categorization task used the 
same procedure but participants were asked to catego-
rize whether the word or picture was emotionally 
pleasant or unpleasant. Participants were instructed to 
use fingers on different hands. They used either the R-
Shift (positive) versus L-Shift (negative) for the emotion 
categorization or R-Ctrl (picture) vs. L-Ctrl buttons 
(word), which are on opposite sides of the keyboard to 
complete the categorizations. The more natural posi-
tion for using these keys was two hands, and this was 
the demonstrated positioning. The keys representing a 
category were the same for all participants. This should 
not be a problem as Woods, Wyma, Yund, Herron & 
Reed (2015) demonstrated that simple categorizations 
were not affected by handedness except in cases of 
lateral presentation. In this study there was no laterali-
zation of stimuli. Pictures and words were always pre-
sented in the center of the screen.  

8.3. Dependent Variables 

Response Latency. Items were evaluated one at a time. 
Individuals were instructed to keep their fingers on the 
response keys and answer as quickly as possible with-
out sacrificing accuracy. The time of evaluation for 
each image or word was collected in milliseconds from 
the time the item appeared to the time the participant 
pressed a response key. The accuracy of the categori-
zation of each word and picture in both tasks 
(word/picture or pleasant/unpleasant) was monitored. 
Proportion correct was computed. Accuracy was slight-
ly higher for the form task (97%) than the emotional 
valence task (89%).  

8.4. Data Analysis 

Measures were taken to deal with outliers in these la-
tency data. For each categorization, reaction time out-
liers over and under 2.49 standard deviations from the 
mean were replaced with the value of that limit 
(Cousineau, & Chartier, 2010). In order to do this, Z-
scores were calculated. Of the total 11,520 reaction 

time responses in both tasks, only 383 (3%) were re-
placed (187 in the emotional task and 196 in the form 
task). After replacing the outliers, the Z-scores were 
then calculated back into milliseconds for analysis. These 
data were then analyzed as raw data submitted to a 2 
(Categorization Task: Emotional, Form) × 2 (Encoding 
System: Word, Picture) × 2 (Valence: Pleasant, Unpleas-
ant) × 15 (Repetitions) repeated-measures ANOVA. 

8.5. Participants 

Participants (N = 48) were undergraduates in a tele-
communications class and received extra credit in the 
course for their participation. 60% were females with a 
median age of 18.  

8.6. Procedure 

Participants completed the protocol individually. Upon 
arrival informed consent was obtained after all partici-
pants’ questions were answered satisfactorily. Then, 
participants were seated at a laptop station equipped 
with MediaLab and DirectRT software (Jarvis, 2010), 
which were responsible for delivering the stimuli and 
collecting responses. Participants first engaged in an un-
related picture evaluation task. Next, participants com-
pleted the emotional and form categorization tasks in 
random order. Upon completion of these tasks, the par-
ticipants completed a series of personality scales. Then, 
participants were thanked, debriefed and dismissed. 

9. Results 

Hypothesis one predicted that people would categorize 
pictures as pictures more slowly than they would cate-
gorize words as words. The main effect of encoding sys-
tem was significant, F(1,47)=17.64., p<.00, η2= .27. The 
average categorization speed for pictures was slower 
(M=706.10, SE=14.243) than that found for words 
(M=668.40, SE=11.40) across both categorization tasks.  

Hypothesis two predicted that classifying feelings 
would be slower than classifying form. The main effect 
of task was significant, (F(1,48)=279.82, p<.00, η2= .86. 
On average people categorized how they felt much 
more slowly (M=869.40, SE=20.47) than form 
(M=505.10, SE=10.57).  

Hypothesis three predicted that unpleasant pic-
tures and words would be categorized more slowly 
than pleasant pictures and words. The main effect of 
valence only approached significance, F(1,48)=2.62, 
p<.11, η2= .05, though it was in the correct direction. 
On average people categorized negative words and pic-
tures more slowly (M=695.99, SE=15.29) than positive 
pictures and words (M=678.51, SE=10.82).  

Research question one asked about the possibility 
of interactions. There were no significant interactions, 
though the task X valence interaction approached sig-
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nificance, F(1,47) = 1.84, p <.18, η2= .04. During form 
categorization (when the motivational systems are in-
hibited) there is virtually no difference in the speed of 
categorizing words (M=503.31, SE=10.00) and pictures 
(M=506.90, SE=11.46). During valence categorization, 
however, pictures are categorized more slowly 
(M=885.09, SE=26.89) than words (M=853.71, 
SE=18.07), t(47)=2.97, p<.01. 

10. Discussion 

This paper uses DHCCST to reconceptualize communi-
cation from an evolved, embedded, embodied, dynam-
ic perspective. The difference between pictures and 
words is considered to be a difference in perception. 
Pictures are thought to enable direct perception (or 
perception mediated by action) while words are 
thought to allow direct perception only of the shape of 
the word. Subsequent neurological and cognitive activ-
ity is required before the meaning of a word is under-
stood (sensation mediated perception). For this reason 
it is argued that pictures elicit faster and more intense 
biologically imperative responses (associated with ap-
proach and avoidance), which interfere with ongoing 
tasks. Thus, pictures, through direct perception, elicit ac-
tion, especially that action which is in service of biologi-
cally imperative behaviors (consuming food, finding ma-
tes, avoiding danger). Words on the other hand, elicit a 
delayed biological response which can then be inhibited 
or facilitated once it is activated. For this reason, words 
allow us to think about motivationally relevant material 
in a more cognitive and less motivational fashion. 

Using this perspective it was predicted that 1) peo-
ple would categorize pictures as pictures more slowly 
than they would categorize words as words; 2) that 
they would perform form categorization faster than 
emotional categorization, and; 3) that they would cat-
egorize negative words and pictures more slowly than 
positive words and pictures. Hypothesis 1 and 2 were 
supported. Hypothesis 3 was partially supported by the 
nearly significant task X valence interaction which 
showed no difference between pleasant and unpleas-
ant pictures and words during form categorization but 
a significantly slower categorization of unpleasant 
compared to pleasant pictures and words during emo-
tional categorization.  

The primary importance of these findings may be 
that they provide initial support for the approach being 
advocated by DHCCST but there are also some implica-
tions for communication research. A great deal of 
communication research has focused on the use of pic-
tures compared to text or television compared to print. 
In general pictures are found to be remembered 
somewhat better than text (Finnegan & Vishwanath, 
1996), to elicit somewhat more attention (Houts et al., 
2006), and to improve memory for text, especially 
when the topic of the picture or the news is concrete 

(David, 1998). In addition, it has been suggested that 
picture processing requires fewer cognitive resources 
compared to the processing of words (Lang et al., 
1999). And while the evidence is somewhat mixed it 
has been suggested that pictures increase comprehen-
sion, attention, and memory even more for people 
with lower levels of literacy (Finnegan & Vishwanath, 
1996; Houts et al., 2006).  

The results of this study support the contention 
that concrete pictures, because they are directly per-
ceived, activate very fast acting biological and motiva-
tional systems, which then slave the initial response of 
slower acting, higher order systems. This direct percep-
tion is not related to literacy or education or previous 
knowledge, but only to our nature as evolved humans. 
As a result, pictures, and in particular those that are 
threats or opportunities (i.e. motivationally relevant), 
will be perceived, attended to, and understood by 
these lower acting processes faster and at a lower level 
than the same information presented in words. This 
could be the underlying mechanism for the higher or-
der cognitive effects described above. 

It is also worth pointing out that the results of this 
study do not correspond to the predictions of more 
cognitive, information processing based approaches to 
the processing of words and pictures and standard in-
terpretations of simple reaction time as it relates to 
processing, resource allocation, and attention. For ex-
ample, the LC4MP argues that motivationally relevant 
compared to non-motivationally relevant media con-
tent both elicits a greater allocation of cognitive re-
sources and requires their use. As a result, as motiva-
tional relevance increases motivationally relevant 
material is thought to be harder to process and to lead 
more quickly to cognitive overload. This prediction has 
been supported using secondary task reaction times 
and recognition as a combined indicator of available 
resource (i.e. resources allocated–resources required) 
both for audio (verbal/word) and visual (picture) infor-
mation. To the extent that pictures and words are pro-
cessed differently, the LC4MP argues that pictures may 
improve memory because they require fewer resources 
to process than words and therefore encounter cogni-
tive overload less quickly compared to verbal and text 
stimuli. But these arguments of automatic processing 
and fewer resources for pictures do not translate into a 
prediction that pictures will categorized as pictures more 
slowly than words would be categorized as words. Ra-
ther the more likely prediction would be that motiva-
tionally relevant information (whether a picture or a 
word) should be categorized more quickly than non-
motivationally relevant information and that effect 
would be larger for negative motivationally relevant in-
formation due to the negativity bias. But the results of 
this study are the opposite of that prediction. Instead 
negative motivationally relevant images are categorized 
as images more slowly than any of the other categories.  
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The results of this study are in line with communi-
cation research that theorizes that negative infor-
mation (and in these studies primarily pictorial or au-
dio/visual negative information) is compelling (Grabe & 
Kamhawi, 2006; Newhagen & Reeves, 1992; Shoemak-
er, 1996). This research is based on the idea that we 
evolved to keep track of threats in the environment 
and therefore that we automatically attend to negative 
information. Again, the suggestion here is that motiva-
tionally relevant pictures are indeed directly perceived 
and that the elicited biological imperative (which 
evolved to protect the animal) precedes and interferes 
with other tasks and processes. In other words, moti-
vationally relevant pictures, in particular those of pri-
mary motivators such as sex, food, and danger, should 
interfere more with other tasks, thereby compelling 
the processing of the motivationally relevant material. 

Finally, these results provide encouraging support 
for the DHCCST perspective. Future research in this ar-
ea should be done to attempt to track the underlying 
processes theorized to result in the behavioral results 
found in this paper. For example, one idea would be to 
include neutral pictures and words as a comparison. 
DHCCST would predict that neutral words and pictures 
depicting objects would not differ in the time it takes to 
categorize form and valence (as pleasant, unpleasant, or 
neutral) because they would not elicit biologically im-
perative responses to delay and interfere with the task.  

Building on direct perception research, future re-
search could compare word/picture pairs of objects 
with those of pleasant and unpleasant animals. Given 
that animals are more consequential than objects 
(because they can engage in animate behavior) one 
might expect them to elicit larger biological responses 
than objects Building on theories of motivational rel-
evance, future studies might also compare 
word/picture pairs that differ in their levels of moti-
vational relevance. Some pairs might represent pri-
mary reinforcers (food, sex, blood, attacking animals) 
and others things that are merely pleasant and un-
pleasant (flowers, garbage, etc.) Here the prediction 
would be that the primary reinforcer word/picture 
pairs would have a larger biological imperative than 
the merely pleasant and unpleasant word/picture 
pairs. Building on the suggestion made earlier, that 
the shape of a word may become motivationally rele-
vant over repeated pairings, might be tested by exam-
ining categorization speed differences in pairs of high-
ly arousing and calm words of different frequency of 
occurrence in the English language. Finally, future re-
search might use neurological and physiological indica-
tors of motivational activation to ascertain if indeed 
emotional pictures lead to faster neurological and mo-
tivational responses compared to words and if motiva-
tional activation is lower during form compared to pic-
ture categorization. This would provide additional 
support for the notion that timed response data can be 

used as an indicator of the level of inhibition of the mo-
tivational systems. 
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1. Introduction 

There is little question that adolescents are the leaders 
of a growing trend to use social media in high quanti-
ties and on a daily basis (Lenhart, 2009a; Lenhart, 
2009b; Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010; Mad-
den et al., 2013). Recent studies examining adolescent 
Internet use have found that more than 90% of all 12–17 
year-olds use the Internet and 73% of adolescent Inter-
net users spend time on social networking sites, an 
increase of nearly 20% since 2006 (Lenhart et al., 2010). 
While use of other social networking sites is up from 
years past, a far smaller percentage of online adoles-
cents (24%) use Twitter compared to sites like Facebook 
(Lenhart et al., 2013). Additionally, research by Beasley 
and Conway (2011) found that a majority (59%) of 

adolescents aged 8 to 17 check their Facebook profile 
page more than twice daily, compared to just 20% of 
adult users over the age of 18. Although a majority of 
the research referenced in this paper refers to research 
conducted in the United States, it must be noted that 
Facebook is international in scope and is popular 
among adolescents throughout the world (boyd & El-
lison, 2008; Livingstone, 2008), becoming an important 
part of adolescents' daily lives, and changing the way that 
they communicate and interact with their friends and 
acquaintances (Whitlock, Powers, & Eckenrode, 2006). 

Overall then, a large majority of adolescents are us-
ing social media, especially Facebook, in relatively high 
quantities and multiple times each day. Based on this 
research, it is clear that the percentage of users is 
growing as social media use becomes more ubiquitous 
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among adolescents. As a result, this study seeks to 
examine the predictors of social networking site use 
among adolescent users with a focus on the specific 
ways in which adolescents communicate and interact 
on these sites. We will utilize Uses and Gratifications as 
a framework for understanding how adolescents select 
and use communication technologies. Additionally, we 
will examine predictors of constructive and non-
constructive communication, defined as communica-
tion practices in which the adolescent either creates 
the communication (constructive), such as by posting a 
new status update, or receives the communication 
(non-constructive), such as by reading a friend's wall 
post. Online communication has been cited as a mech-
anism for understanding the effects of social network-
ing site use on adolescents (Valkenburg & Peter, 2008); 
therefore, it is important to understand demographic, 
access, and ownership predictors of such communication. 

2. Social Networking Sites 

2.1. Effects 

With the growth in popularity of social media sites, 
multiple studies have explored the effects of social 
networking site use. For example, studies by Valkenburg 
and colleagues have demonstrated positive effects of 
social networking site use, such as helping adolescents 
explore their identity (Valkenburg & Peter, 2008), in-
creasing connections with others (Valkenburg & Peter, 
2008), and increasing users' self-esteem by increasing 
the number of relationships formed on the site and the 
number of comments received (Valkenburg, Peter, & 
Schouten, 2006). Finally, recent research demonstrates 
that adolescents themselves indicate that social net-
working site use is more likely to have a positive effect 
than a negative effect on their social and emotional 
lives (Common Sense Media, 2012). Conversely, re-
search indicates that there are potential risks for users of 
social networking sites as well. Research has demon-
strated that youth may self-disclose intimate infor-
mation (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007) which is of particu-
lar concern, given that online self-disclosure is related 
to the posting of personally-identifying information 
(Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2011). For example, 
research by Barbosa and colleagues (2013) found that, 
among European and Brazilian adolescents, a large 
number of individuals reported posting information 
such as their full name, a photo of their face, their 
school, and even their address. Additionally, Peter, 
Valkenburg, and Schouten (2006) found that early ado-
lescents (ages 12 to 14) were more likely to contact and 
communicate with a stranger using social media when 
compared to older adolescents. 

2.2. Use 

While other forms of social media, such as Twitter, do 

allow users to create profiles with a great amount of 
information, Facebook provides perhaps the greatest 
opportunity for doing so. Recent reports have indicated 
that adolescents have begun to split their social net-
working time across a number of different sites, such as 
Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr (Madden et al., 2013). It 
is important to note, however, that Facebook remains 
the most used social networking site for the majority of 
adolescents (Madden et al., 2013). 

Overall, Facebook allows users to create and moni-
tor a profile, controlling the personal information that 
others can see on their profiles. This is important, es-
pecially to adolescents, given the great significance that 
interpersonal relationships hold during this develop-
mental stage. After all, during adolescence, children 
attempt to maintain close ties to similar others in an 
effort to deal with increasing separation from their 
parents (Lapsley, FitzGerald, Rice, & Jackson, 1989). 
Social media sites, such as Facebook, allow users to 
maintain relatively close ties to friends, family, and 
acquaintances, thereby alleviating the fear of losing 
relationships. Additionally, Facebook provides users 
with tools that allow them to change their profiles 
quickly and easily. Therefore, it is possible for Facebook 
users to post information that could allow them to 
explore their identity and connect with others, two 
positive effects of social media that have been identi-
fied in the literature (Goff, 2009; Valkenburg & Peter, 
2008). It is also likely, however, that Facebook users can 
use the options available to post potentially sensitive 
information. Although social networking sites, such as 
Facebook, do have privacy protections available that 
are used by a growing majority of adolescent Facebook 
users (Lenhart & Madden, 2007; Patchin & Hinduja, 2010), 
there are still users whose profiles are available to the 
entire Facebook community. 

3. Current Study 

Given the mixed findings of both positive and negative 
effects of social media site use on children and adoles-
cents, and with social network use reaching near ubiq-
uity with adolescent users, it is important that re-
searchers explore the ways in which adolescents are 
using the features of social networking sites as a way of 
communicating and interacting with their peers. After 
all, it is these online communication practices that are 
generally cited as the mechanism by which both posi-
tive and negative effects occur (Valkenburg & Peter, 
2008). While there is a large and growing body of re-
search on the effects of social media use among ado-
lescents, less research has systematically looked at 
predictors of social media use among this age group, 
especially the ways teens communicate and interact 
online. Therefore, in the present study, we will first 
examine the pattern of relationships between adoles-
cent demographics, access to technology, technology 
ownership, and overall social media usage. Next, these 
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predictors (demographics, access to technology, and 
technology ownership) will be used to examine specific 
Facebook posting and communication practices includ-
ing constructive and non-constructive communication 
practices. 

4. Predictors of Social Media Use 

4.1. Ethnicity 

There has been consistent evidence of race and ethnici-
ty differences in overall media use over the years. Most 
recently, reports indicate significant differences in the 
amount of time youth ages 8 to 18 years old spend 
using media as a function of race (Hargittai, 2007; 
Rideout, Lauricella, & Wartella, 2011). While these 
numbers appear to exist for traditional media like tele-
vision and computers, we know very little about the 
race or ethnicity differences in social networking site 
use. Recent data indicates no differences in teen Face-
book use by race, but significantly more Black youth 
use Twitter than either White or Hispanic Youth (Mad-
den et al., 2013). Given the historical differences in 
media use as a function of ethnicity, we control for 
ethnicity in many analyses in this study. 

4.2. Gender 

Regarding the overall use of social media sites, nation-
wide representative surveys of adolescents have gener-
ally found that a greater percentage of females had an 
online profile when compared to males. For example, 
Lenhart (2009a) found that 86% of surveyed females 
aged 15 to 17 reported having some type of online 
profile, compared to just 69% of males in that same age 
range. In addition, research by Beasley and Conway 
(2011) found that females aged 13 to 17 spend more 
time using social networking sites and log into them 
more than males do each day. Specifically, 25% of sur-
veyed females reported checking their online profiles 
more than 5 times each day, double the percentage of 
males who reported doing so. Finally, using a slightly 
older sample (18 to 19 year-olds) Hargittai (2007) found 
that females represented a majority of social media 
users across four platforms: Facebook, MySpace, Xanga, 
and Friendster, although these were not always signifi-
cant differences. Based on this body of research, 

H1a: in the present sample, females will log onto so-
cial networking sites more frequently than males. 

Concerning the type of communication practices 
used by males and females on social networking sites, 
research has also indicated some differences based on 
gender. For instance, Rosenberg and Egbert (2011) 
found that females were more likely to work towards 
achieving a number of goals on Facebook. For example, 
females were more likely to experiment with their 
online identity and the ways in which they interacted 

with others, working towards achieving a fuller sense of 
their identity and closer relationships with others (Ros-
enberg & Egbert, 2011). According to the authors, 
these goals help to shape the planning of a message, as 
individuals focus on increasing and maintaining atten-
tion and emotional support. Additionally, these goals 
led to individuals thinking about their self-concept and 
therefore, engaging in social comparison (Rosenberg & 
Egbert, 2011). In order to achieve these goals, it is likely 
that users would need to engage in more constructive 
communication strategies, in order to post information 
that can potentially increase others' attention to their 
profiles and their own sense of identity. 

Additionally, Valkenburg and Peter (2007) found that 
girls aged 12 to 18 were more likely to be socially anx-
ious than boys, in general. Further, socially anxious re-
spondents were more likely to use the Internet and 
social networking sites for intimate self-disclosure. 
Again, it seems likely that constructive communication 
practices, such as posting new photos, updating one's 
status, or posting on a friend's wall, would need to be 
used for intimate self-disclosure. While these constructs, 
such as emotional support, social anxiety, and self-
disclosure, are rather disparate, it is important to note 
that constructive communication practices could be 
used by adolescents to achieve feelings of emotional 
support from others, reduce social anxiety, and in-
crease their self-disclosure. The relationship between 
gender and non-constructive communication is unclear, 
however. Therefore, 

H1b: in the present sample, controlling for age and 
ethnicity, females will be more likely to engage in con-
structive communication practices on social networking 
sites than males. 

RQ1: controlling for age and ethnicity, what is the re-
lationship between gender and non-constructive com-
munication practices? 

4.3. Age 

Similar to the relationship between gender and social 
media use, the body of research on the relationship 
between age and social media use is generally con-
sistent with social media use increasing with age during 
adolescence and early adulthood. For example, Lenhart 
and colleagues (2010) found that, while over 80% of 
online teens aged 14–17 used social media sites, just 
over 50% of online teens aged 12 to 13 did so. Further 
research by Beasley and Conway (2011) indicated a 
similar finding, with nearly 70% of 13–17 year-old re-
spondents reporting using social media compared to 
just 30% of 8-12 year olds. Thus, 

H2: controlling for gender and ethnicity, age will be 
positively related to the number of social media log-ins 
per day. 

In terms of specific communication practices on so-
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cial networking sites, research by Valkenburg and Peter 
(2007) indicated a curvilinear relationship between age 
and online self-disclosure, such that 15 year-olds were 
the most likely to engage in such behavior when com-
pared to younger and older adolescents. While a num-
ber of other large-scale surveys have measured these 
practices (Beasley & Conway, 2011; Lenhart, 2009a; 
Lenhart et al., 2010) few have examined the relation-
ship with age, making this body of research less clear. 
Therefore, 

RQ2: controlling for gender and ethnicity, what is 
the pattern of relationships between age (13–15 year-
olds vs. 16–17 year-olds) and communication practices 
(both constructive and non-constructive) on social 
networking sites? 

4.4. Access to Technology and Ownership 

In addition to demographics, it seems highly likely that 
access to technology and ownership would be related 
to both the overall use of social networking sites and 
the types of communication practices employed by 
adolescent users. The relationship between technology 
ownership, access, and online communications practices 
can perhaps be best understood using the Uses and 
Gratifications framework (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 
1974). Under this framework, there are several as-
sumptions that underpin an individual's use of media: 
communication behaviors are motivated, consumers 
are relatively active in their selection of media, social 
groups, such as friends and peers, motivate behavior, 
media compete with other channels for selection, at-
tention, and overall use, and people are more influen-
tial in the media effects process than media themselves 
(Katz et al., 1974). 

Using this framework and past research, it is likely 
that adolescents are especially engaged when selecting 
and using media. After all, users are generally interest-
ed in the utility of a particular technology, and are 
therefore both interested and motivated to use it 
(Palmgreen, Wenner, & Rosengren, 1985). Based on 
this research, if an adolescent perceived that a tech-
nology was useful in some way, such as for sending 
messages to friends, accessing the Internet, or monitor-
ing ones' social networking profile page, he or she 
would be more likely to use that technology, and use it 
in specific ways. Previous research has found that per-
ceived utility of a particular technology is a powerful 
predictor of use among adolescents (Cingel & Sundar, 
2012). This, of course, assumes that adolescents have 
access to such technologies. Research has shown that 
teens do have access to a number of new technologies, 
such as cell phones, video game consoles, comput-
ers/tablet computers (Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Pur-
cell, 2010), all of which give teens the opportunity to 
access the Internet. In fact, teens spend nearly as much 
time online as do adults, with 77% percent of adolescents 

spending over 1 hour online each day, much of that on 
social networking sites (Beasley & Conway, 2011). Using 
the example of social media use under this framework, 
one can imagine why adolescents would be motivated 
to select and use social networking sites. After all, it is 
something that their peer group engages in with great 
frequency (Lenhart et al., 2010), and given the im-
portance of interpersonal relationships and friendships 
during this developmental period (Sullivan, 1953), ado-
lescents likely see social networking use as critical to 
their social and emotional wellbeing. Therefore, with a 
sense of perceived utility and the motivation for use 
coming from close social groups and other friends, it 
makes sense that the number of Internet-capable tech-
nologies owned or accessible by an adolescent, the 
more likely they would be to access social networking 
sites. Therefore, we predict: 

H3: there will be a positive relationship between the 
number of Internet-capable technologies accessible by 
an adolescent, the likelihood of having a social net-
working profile, and log-on frequency. 

5. Predicting Communication Practices on Social 
Networking Sites 

In the present study, however, we are not only interested 
in predicting overall use of social media; additionally, 
we are interested in predicting specific communication 
practices on social networking sites. We argue that 
when users choose to post on Facebook, update a sta-
tus, or post on a friend's wall, they are actively select-
ing this medium due to its perceived convenience and 
utility in the communication experience; it allows them to 
communicate rapidly and easily with their friends, family, 
and others. Therefore, they have a communication 
intention in mind, are involved in the experience, and 
thereby are actively engaging in communication (Blumler, 
1979; Rubin, 1993). Here, we refer to these practices as 
constructive communication practices (e.g. updating 
one's status, posting on a friend's wall). In regards to 
constructive communication practices, the user has an 
intention in mind when engaging in this process; thus, 
they are generally involved and active as they work to 
construct a certain communication. In regards to non-
constructive communication practices (e.g., watching a 
video on a friend's wall), while the user has actively 
selected the medium for its utility, they may not intend 
to communicate (explaining why they are clicking on 
other links), and are not as involved in the experience as 
they would be if they were the one posting the infor-
mation (Blumler, 1979; Rubin, 1993). Rather, although 
involved in communication, when users are engaging in 
these non-constructive communication practices, they 
are not actively involved the creation of the communi-
cation. 

Both qualitative and quantitative research has indi-
cated some possible predictors of adolescent online 
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communication practices. First, Pempek, Yermolayeva, 
and Calvert (2009) found that, among a college-aged 
sample, users engaged in both content creation (which 
could include posting pictures or adding new infor-
mation) and observing content (which could include 
reading information on others' walls or looking at oth-
ers' photos). Although these researchers did not specif-
ically ask where users were engaging in these practices 
(e.g., on a personal computer or in a public computer 
lab), it should be noted that this research indicates that 
social networking site users do engage in a blend of 
both constructive and non-constructive online commu-
nication practices. Using an adolescent sample, re-
search by Lenhart et al. (2010) found that teen owner-
ship of technology, specifically cell phones, was related 
to using the technology for a broader number of pur-
poses, such as sending more text messages or taking 
videos, which could include different communication 
practices. 

Given the evidence cited previously, it is not surpris-
ing that owning Internet-capable devices would be 
related to increased use, due to the heightened acces-
sibility afforded by not having to share the technology 
with someone else and the possibility of having the 
technology on one's person throughout the day. It also 
appears that adolescent owners of technology would 
be more likely to engage in constructive communica-
tion practices on social networking sites for a few rea-
sons. First, given heightened accessibility, adolescent 
technology owners would likely have more time to 
communicate in general on social networking sites, and 
especially have more time to engage with others by 
carrying on online conversations through private mes-
sages, instant messages, and wall posts. With the grow-
ing number of adolescents that use the privacy features 
on social networking sites (Lenhart & Madden, 2007; 
Patchin & Hinduja, 2010), it is also likely that adoles-
cents may think about others' ability to see what they 
are posting on social networking sites. Being the sole 
owner of a particular technology may address this con-
cern, as adolescents could control who might see their 
posted information in both on- and offline settings. For 
example, Livingstone (2009) found that social network-
ing sites give adolescents privacy from their parents, as 
adolescents work to connect with friends and therefore 
become more independent. Therefore, given that ado-
lescents seek privacy from parents, adolescents with 
more access to private or personal technologies would 
be more likely to engage in constructive communica-
tion practices. 

Although these practices were not referred to as 
constructive communication practices in these previous 
studies, each practice does require the user to actively 
select a medium based on a perception of utility. Also, 
the user must have some communication intention in 
mind, and thus, should be somewhat involved in the 
process. Therefore, these practices would all fit into the 
constructive communication framework as it is defined 

in the present study. In sum, adolescents should engage 
in more constructive communication practices, due to 
the privacy afforded by not having to share the device 
with someone who they might not want to share the 
information. It is unclear, however, if access to these 
technologies will be related to non-constructive com-
munication. Therefore, 

H4a: adolescents who primarily use a private home 
computer will use more constructive communication 
practices on their profile than adolescents who primarily 
use a shared home computer or adolescents who pri-
marily use public computers. 

H4b: adolescents who own a smartphone will use 
more constructive communication practices on their 
profile than adolescents who share a smartphone, own or 
share a regular phone, or those who don't own or 
share a cell phone. 

H4c: adolescents who own Internet-capable mobile 
devices, such as iPod Touches, iPads, or other tablet 
computers, will use more constructive communication 
practices on their profile than adolescents who do not 
own any of these technologies. 

RQ3: what is the pattern of relationships between 
private computer, smartphone, and tablet ownership 
and non-constructive communication practices? 

6. Method 

6.1. Participants 

Overall, 909 children and adolescents between the ages 
of 8 and 17 completed an online survey instrument 
designed by the Museum of Science and Industry in 
Chicago, Illinois, USA during summer 2011. In the pre-
sent study, we use data collected from 467 participants 
between the ages of 13 and 17 for analysis, as only this 
set of participants was asked about social networking 
site use. Although younger children do indeed use 
social networking sites, the largest, Facebook, is legally 
closed to individuals younger than age 13. In total, 
participants represented 48 states in the US, making 
the sample national in scope. There were no biases in 
terms of gender, age, race, or type of schooling. For a 
listing of demographic data collected from 13- to 17-
year old participants, please see the 'demographics' 
section below. 

6.2. Procedure 

Once the survey instrument was created by the Muse-
um of Science and Industry, Chicago, it was given to the 
market research firm MarketTools, which uses an ongo-
ing consumer panel, for distribution. Parents of chil-
dren ages 8 to 17 were contacted via email and asked 
to allow their child to complete the online survey. The 
link to the online survey was embedded in this email. 
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Participants were selected based on their child's gender, 
race, age, and home address in the United States. Once 
parents gave their permission, children and adolescents 
completed the survey, which took an average of 20 
minutes. 

6.3. Measures 

6.3.1. Demographics 

As part of the survey, participants were asked about 
their gender, age, race, and schooling. In the present 
sample, males made up a slight majority (54.8%). Al-
most 19% of the sample were 13 year-olds, 19.9% were 
14 year-olds, 25.7% were 15 year-olds, 18.4% were 16 
year-olds, and 17.3% were 17 year-olds. In regard to 
race, 80.0% were Caucasian, 7.6% were African-
American, 5.9% were Hispanic/Latino, and 5.9% were 
Asian. Just over 83% attend public school, 10.5% attend 
to private school, 3.2% attend a charter school, and 
3.2% were homeschooled. Median household income 
of participants was between $30,000 and $40,000. 

6.3.2. Technology Access and Ownership 

Participants were asked about their access to Internet-
capable technologies and their ownership of such tech-
nologies. Specifically, participants were asked where they 
accessed the Internet: at home on their own computer 
(69.1%), at home on a computer they shared (41.8%), at 
school (45.8%), at the library (16.1%), or at a friend's 
house (28.1%). These percentages do not sum to 100% 
because these categories were not mutually exclusive. 

Next, participants were asked if they had access to a 
smartphone (identified as a Blackberry, iPhone, or 
Android phone) or a regular phone (identified as any 
other type of phone that did not connect to the Inter-
net). Nearly 60% had access to a regular phone, 25.9% 
had access to a smartphone, and 14.3% did not have 
access to either. The next question asked if they owned 
the phone from asked about in the previous question. 
Here, 80.7% reported that they did own the phone, 
whereas 13.2% reported that it was their mom or dad's 
phone, and 6.1% reported that it belonged to someone 
else in the family. 

Finally, participants were asked if they owned any of 
the following Internet-capable mobile technologies: 
iPod Touch (27.5%), iPad (8.4%), Android Tablet (such as 
the Motorola Xoom) (3.5%), or a Windows Tablet 
(2.2%). Fifty-eight percent did not have access to any of 
these technologies. This was not a mutually exclusive 
variable, allowing respondents to indicate if they 
owned more than one of each of these Internet-
capable mobile technologies. 

In order to measure adolescents' overall access to 
Internet-capable technologies, their responses to the 
previously described three sections were summed. 
Therefore, this measure included the number of com-

puters that they had access to (personal, shared, school, 
library, or friend's), whether or not they had access to a 
smartphone (one they owned or their 
parent's/relative's), and the number of Internet-capable 
mobile devices they owned (either iPod Touch, iPad, 
Android Tablet, or Windows Tablet). Overall, adolescents 
had access to an average of 2.93 (SD = 1.88) Internet-
capable devices. 

To measure technology ownership, we broke the 
types of technologies into three groups: computer, cell 
phone, and Internet-capable mobile devices. Computer 
ownership was then broken into two groups based on 
the computer that adolescents generally used to access 
the Internet: either from home on their own computer, 
or from home on a computer they shared. While it was 
possible to report using both a private and shared 
computer, those who reported having both were put 
into the private computer ownership group. Additional-
ly, although some adolescents reported not having 
access to any computers at home, there were not 
enough in this group for statistical analysis. Overall, 
72.3% of adolescents reported having their own com-
puter, while 27.7% reported sharing a computer. Cell 
phone ownership was broken into 5 groups: adoles-
cents who reported owning a smartphone (24.8%), 
adolescents who reported using their parent or rela-
tive's smartphone (0.9%), adolescents who reported 
owning a regular phone (50.9%), adolescents who re-
ported using their parent or relative's regular phone 
(9.1%), and adolescents who did not own or have ac-
cess to either smartphones or regular phones (14.4%). 
Finally, Internet-capable mobile device ownership was 
broken into two groups: those who reported owning at 
least one iPod Touch, iPad, Android Tablet, or Windows 
Tablet (64%), and those who did not own any of these 
devices (36%). 

Adolescents' social media use was measured in two 
ways. To measure the total number of social network-
ing profiles created, adolescents were given a list of 16 
different social networking sites (e.g. Twitter, Facebook, 
Myspace, Stumbleupon, Bebo) and asked to check all of 
the sites they used at least once a month. The total 
number that each participant checked was summed in 
order to measure their total social networking profile 
ownership. Adolescents reported creating an average of 
1.32 profiles (SD = 1.55). Secondly, adolescents were 
asked to respond, using a 1–7 Likert-type scale an-
chored by 'never' and 'more than five times a day', how 
often they checked a social networking site each day. 
Participants scored a mean of 5.52 (SD = 1.20). This indi-
cates an average response between 'once a day' and 
'two to five times a day'. 

6.3.3. Social Media Communication Practices 

Given the near ubiquity of Facebook use among the 
present sample, social media communication practices 
were measured by asking participants 13 items de-
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signed to assess how often they engaged in a number 
of activities on Facebook, such as posting photos, post-
ing on a friend's wall, posting status updates, watching 
a video, or clicking a link. These responses were meas-
ured using a 1–5 Likert-type scale anchored by 'never' and 
'daily'. An exploratory principal-components factor analy-
sis with varimax rotation yielded two dimensions with 
eigenvalues greater than 1. These two dimensions 
accounted for 62.86% of all variance and all items fell 
on their respective dimension with a factor loading 
greater than 0.60 and a factor loading on the other 
dimension lower than 0.40. One item ("How often do 
you play a game such as Farmville") did not load on 
either factor and was therefore dropped. Overall, 8 items 
loaded on the first factor (e.g. "How often do you post 
on a friends wall?", "How often do you post status up-
dates about your life on Facebook?", and "How often do 
you comment on a friend's post?"). This factor was called 
constructive communication practices, because each of 
the practices involved the user actively posting or other-
wise communicating some type of information on Face-
book. The other factor, which we call non-constructive 
communication, consisted of 4 items (e.g. "How often do 
you click through a link in your News Feed or on a 
friend's wall?", "How often do you share a post from 
your News Feed?", and "How often do you share news 
articles, videos, or links from other sites with your fiends 
via Facebook?"). Both constructive (Cronbach's α = 0.88) 
and non-constructive communication practices 
(Cronbach's α = 0.85) were reliable. 

7. Results 

7.1. Ethnicity 

Due to inadequate numbers of respondents in each 
ethnic group we could not analyze the data with ethnic-
ity as a predictor of social networking use. Rather, we 
included it as a control variable in later analyses. 

7.2. Gender 

H1a predicted that females in the present sample 
would log onto Facebook more often than males after 
controlling for age and ethnicity. This hypothesis was 
tested by using an ANCOVA, which indicated a signifi-
cant relationship (F (1, 364) = 5.96, p < 0.05). Specifically, 
females (M = 5.68, SD = 1.19) reported logging into Face-
book more frequently than males (M = 5.37, SD = 1.19). 
Thus, H1a was supported. 

H1b predicted that females in the present sample 
would be more likely to engage in constructive com-
munication practices on social networking sites after 
controlling for age and ethnicity. An ANCOVA was used 
to test this hypothesis. Results indicated a significant 
finding (F (1, 360) = 9.92, p < 0.01). Specifically, females 
reported engaging in more constructive communication 
practices (M = 3.65, SD = 0.88) than males (M = 3.35, 

SD = 0.91). Therefore, these data support the predicted 
relationship in H1b. 

RQ1 asked if there is a relationship between gender 
and non-constructive communication practices and was 
tested using an ANCOVA. Unlike H1b, results were not 
significant (F (1, 360) = 2.51, p = n.s.). Thus, there is no 
relationship between gender and non-constructive 
communication practices, providing an answer for RQ1. 
The results of this first set of hypotheses indicate that 
females log onto their profiles more frequently and 
engage in more constructive communication practices 
on their profile than males do. There is no relationship 
between gender and non-constructive communication. 

7.3. Age 

H2, which asked if adolescents aged 16 to 17 would log 
into their social networking profiles more than adoles-
cents aged 13 to 15, was tested using an ANCOVA with 
gender and race as control variables. This test was not 
significant (F (1, 360) = 0.52, p = n.s.). Therefore, older 
adolescents (M = 5.59, SD = 1.05) are not more likely to 
log into social media sites during the day when com-
pared to younger adolescents (M = 5.47, SD = 1.28), 
which provides an answer to H2. Another ANCOVA was 
used to test RQ2, which asked about the pattern of 
relationships between age and communication practic-
es on social media sites. Results indicated that older 
adolescents (M = 3.52, SD = 0.84) did not use more 
constructive communication practices on social media 
sites when compared to younger adolescents (M = 3.47, 
SD = 0.95) (F (1, 356) = 0.14, p = n.s.). There also was no 
significant relationship between age groups and non-
constructive communication practices after controlling 
for gender and ethnicity (F (1, 360) = 0.21, p = n.s.). 
Taken together, this provides an answer to the question 
posed in RQ2. Overall, there was no difference between 
younger and older adolescents in terms of the frequen-
cy with which they logged into social networking sites 
or their online communication practices. 

7.4. Access 

H3, which predicted a positive relationship between an 
adolescent's access to Internet-capable technologies, 
the number of online social media profiles they created, 
and the frequency of logging on to those profiles, was 
tested using two hierarchical multiple regressions. With 
the number of adolescent online profiles as the de-
pendent variable, the control variables of gender, race, 
and age were entered on the first step and were signifi-
cant (R = 0.14, R2 = 0.02, F (3, 460) = 2.91, p < 0.05). 
Adolescent access to Internet-capable devices was en-
tered on step two. This was significant as well (ΔR2 = 
0.23, p < 0.01; β = 0.49, p < 0.01). Therefore, adoles-
cents with access to more Internet-capable technolo-
gies report having more online social networking pro-
files. 
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For the second hierarchical multiple regression, the 
frequency of logging on was entered as the dependent 
variable. Again, gender, race, and age were entered as 
control variables, but were not significant (R = 0.13, R2 
= 0.02, F (3, 463) = 2.18, p = n.s.). The frequency of 
logging on to social networking sites was entered on 
step two and was significant (ΔR2 = 0.02, p < 0.01; β = 
0.15, p < 0.01). Therefore, adolescents with more ac-
cess to Internet-capable devices have more social net-
working profiles and log into those profiles more often 
than those with less access to Internet-capable devices. 
These results provide support for H3. 

7.5. Ownership 

H4a predicted that adolescents who had their own 
private computer would use more constructive com-
munication on their social networking profiles than 
adolescents who used a shared home computer or a 
public computer. An ANCOVA with gender, race, and 
age as control variables was used with constructive 
communication practices as the dependent variable. 
This was not significant (F (1, 354) = 0.36, p = n.s.). An 
ANCOVA with the same controls was also used to test 
non-constructive communication practices. This test 
was not significant as well (F (1, 354) = 0.98, p = n.s.). 
Therefore, computer ownership does not appear to 
influence the communication practices on social net-
working sites among adolescents, and thus, H4a was 
not supported. 

An ANCOVA with gender, race, and age as controls 
was also used to test H4b, which predicted that adoles-
cent smartphone owners would engage in more con-
structive communication practices on those profiles 
than adolescents who shared a smartphone with a 
parent, adolescents who either owned or shared regu-
lar phones, or adolescents who did not have access to 
any mobile phones. With constructive communication 
practices as the dependent variable, results were signif-
icant (F (4, 357) = 3.58, p < 0.01). Post-hoc tests with a 
Bonferroni adjustment indicated that smartphone 
owners (M = 3.76, SD = 0.80) differed significantly from 
regular cell phone sharers (M = 3.19, SD = 0.92) (p < 
0.05), and adolescents with no access to cell phones (M 
= 3.20, SD = 1.00) (p < 0.01) (see Table 1). For non-
constructive communication practices, results were 
similar (F (4, 357) = 3.22, p < 0.05). Specifically, adoles-
cent smartphone owners engaged in significantly more 
non-constructive communication practices (M = 3.20, 
SD = 1.00) than adolescents who did not report owning 
a smartphone (M = 2.59, SD = 1.04), although these 
numbers were lower than those for constructive com-
munication. In sum then, adolescents who own a 
smartphone engage in more constructive communica-
tion practices than regular cell phone sharers and ado-
lescents who do not have access to a cell phone. These 

results offer partial support for H4b. Additionally, 
smartphone owners also engage in more non-
constructive communication practices than those who do 
not own a phone. 
Finally, H4c was tested using an ANCOVA with gender, 
race, and age as controls. This hypothesis predicted 
that adolescents who owned Internet-capable mobile 
devices, such as iPod Touches or iPads would engage in 
more constructive communication practices than ado-
lescents that did not own such technologies. With con-
structive communication practices as the dependent 
variable, results were significant (F (1, 360) = 6.44, p < 
0.05). Specifically, Internet-capable mobile device own-
ers scored higher on the measure of constructive com-
munication practices (M = 3.65, SD = 0.88) than adoles-
cents who did not own any of these technologies (M = 
3.39, SD = 0.91). These results provide support for H4c. 
For non-constructive communication behaviors, results 
were significant as well (F (1, 360) = 12.98, p < 0.01). Simi-
lar to results for constructive communication, mobile tech-
nology owners engaged in significantly more non-
constructive communication (M = 3.17, SD = 1.11) that 
those who did not report owning Internet-capable mobile 
devices (M = 2.74, SD = 1.04). Taken together, and similar 
to results for constructive communication, smartphone 
and mobile device, but not computer, ownership was 
related to increased non-constructive communication 
practices, providing an answer for RQ3. 

8. Discussion 

8.1. Summary of Findings 

Overall, results indicate that adolescent demographics, 
access to technology, and technology ownership are 
predictive of both the frequency of social media log-ins 
as well as constructive communication practices. Spe-
cifically, data indicate that females tend to log into their 
social media profiles more often than males. Also, fe-
males were more likely to engage in constructive, but 
not non-constructive, communication practices when 
compared to males, making gender one predictor of social 
media use and certain types of communication practices. 
Age, however, was not a predictor, as it was not related to 
either log in behavior or communication practices. 

In terms of access to technology, those with greater 
access reported having more social media profiles on 
multiple sites. Additionally, those with greater access 
also reported logging into those profiles more fre-
quently than those with less access. Therefore, tech-
nology access, which in the present study included 
access to computers, cell phones (both smartphones 
and regular phones), and Internet-capable devices 
(such as iPads and tablet computers), is another predic-
tor of both adolescent social media log-in behavior and 
online communication practices. 
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Table 1. Differences between Technology Ownership on Constructive Communication. 
 M SD 

Computer Ownership 
Computer Owner 
Computer Sharer/No access 

 
3.52a 
3.47a 

 
0.92 
0.86 

Mobile Phone Ownership 
Smartphone Owner 
Smartphone Sharer 
Regular Phone Owner 
Regular Phone Sharer 
No Phone 

 
3.76a 
3.38a,b 
3.50a,b 
3.19b 
3.17b 

 
0.80 
0.35 
0.90 
0.92 
1.01 

Mobile Device Ownership 
Mobile Device Owner 
Mobile Device Sharer/No access 

 
3.64a 
3.40b 

 
0.88 
0.91 

Note: superscripts a and b are used to indicate significant differences between the means within each technology 
ownership category. Means that do not share a common superscript in the same technology ownership category 
differ significantly at p < 0.05. 

 

Finally, results indicated that adolescents with access to 
a personal computer were no more likely to engage in 
constructive or non-constructive communication practices 
than adolescents who only had access to a shared com-
puter or no access at all. Smartphone owners, however, 
engaged in more constructive practices than adolescents 
who shared a regular phone or adolescents who did not 
have access to any type of mobile phone. Lastly, results 
indicated that adolescents who owned Internet-capable 
mobile devices engaged in more constructive and non-
constructive communication practices than adolescents 
who did not own any of these devices. Overall then, re-
sults indicate that mobile device ownership, and not nec-
essarily technology ownership of all kinds, was generally 
predictive of constructive and non-constructive communi-
cation practices among adolescents. 

8.2. Implications 

Practically, these findings are important, especially 
those that elucidate predictors of constructive commu-
nication practices on social networking sites. Overall, it 
appears that not all types of owned technology are 
related to increases in such communication practices 
online. Specifically, mobile technologies, such as 
smartphones and Internet-capable mobile devices like 
iPads and tablet computers, were related to increases 
in constructive communication practices, whereas 
having a personal computer was not related to any 
increase. This perhaps indicates the role that mobile 
technologies play in social networking use and online 
communication practices. After all, as predicted under 
the Uses and Gratifications framework, adolescent 
users of these technologies who perceive them to be 
high in utility will be more motivated to use them and 
presumably use them more often and for longer peri-
ods of time (Blumler, 1979; Rubin, 1993). This is particu-
larly important when considering the possible risks of 

social networking site use among adolescents. As noted by 
Barbosa et al. (2013), large numbers of adolescents do 
post controversial and potentially self-identifying infor-
mation on their profiles. Therefore, any research that 
illuminates predictors can be used to inform interventions 
and information campaigns that teach adolescents about 
the possible issues with posting such information (see 
Moreno et al., 2009). 

More so than computers, it makes sense that mobile 
technologies would be perceived by adolescents to be 
more useful, because they allow the adolescent to 
remain connected with friends online wherever they go. 
Since owning these technologies allows adolescents to 
update their profiles on the go, it follows that owning 
these technologies would be related to increased 
communication practices online. Here, the adolescent 
can quickly post a status update about the concert they 
are attending, the class they are sitting in, or the sport-
ing event they are watching. Based on the results of the 
present study, it might not necessarily be the privacy of 
ownership that is related to these communication prac-
tices, specifically constructive communication, but 
rather, the addition of the convenience and features of 
certain technologies. That is not to say that privacy is 
not important; while mobile technologies allow for 
communicating on the go, they also allow the user to 
communicate in relative privacy if they so choose. The 
results of this study would seem to add to and extend 
to previous findings, indicating that perhaps both gen-
eral ownership of technology as well as ownership of 
specific mobile technologies relates to constructive 
communication practices on social networking sites. 
Taken together with previous research, it seems that 
both the privacy and the convenience of mobile tech-
nologies may be related to both social media use and 
communication practices online. Therefore, the results 
of this study can be used to better understand the 
predictors of both social media use and online commu-
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nication practices among adolescents. By focusing on 
demographic, technology access, and technology owner-
ship predictors of adolescents' social networking site 
use and communication practices, the present study 
adds to the current body of literature focusing on social 
and psychological predictors of use of and attitudes 
toward social networking sites (e.g., Gangadharbatla, 
2008; Ljepava, Orr, Locke, & Ross, 2013). 

8.3. Limitations and Future Research 

Although efforts were made by the market research 
company to recruit participants from around the United 
States, the overall sample was not representative be-
cause it was only sent to parents of adolescents who 
had signed up on an online website. Despite this limita-
tion to the sample, however, it must be noted that the 
sample was national in scope, and was not biased to-
ward gender, age, or race. Additionally, as it was an 
online survey, the sample is biased against adolescents 
who do not have access to the Internet, although re-
search indicates that this is generally a small percentage 
(Lenhart et al., 2010). Finally, this survey was originally 
collected for the purposes and uses of the Museum of 
Science and Industry, Chicago, prior to the collaboration 
with the authors at Northwestern University. As a result, 
when analyzing the data for the purposes of this par-
ticular study the authors were limited by the specific 
questions asked in the original study. 

Future research should continue to explore the rela-
tionship between ownership, access, and teen social 
media use. While the present study indicated some 
predictors of social media use, we did not measure 
exactly what adolescents were saying in either their 
constructive or non-constructive communications. There-
fore, future research should examine other types of 
predictors, including social and psychological measures, 
that may play a role in youth's communication practices 
on social networking sites as well as explicitly what youth 
are saying in their communication online. Given the 
literature cited throughout this paper, it is likely that 
adolescents use such communications online to engage 
in a range of practices. As indicated by Valkenburg and 
Peter (2008), it is possible that the adolescents in this 
sample used constructive communication practices to 
explore their identity while connecting to others. It is 
also possible that they used constructive communica-
tion practices to post possibly sensitive information 
about themselves. Therefore, using this study as a basis, 
future research can and should continue to examine the 
exact communication practices of adolescents on social 
networking sites, relating it to both positive and negative 
outcomes. 

8.4. Conclusions 

Overall then, results from this study indicate that de-
mographics, such as gender, media accessibility, and 

certain types of media ownership are all related to 
increases in social media use among adolescents. Addi-
tionally, these predictor variables are also related to 
heightened communication practices online, which 
include posting pictures, commenting on friends' walls, 
and updating one's status. Given the mixed findings 
regarding adolescent communication practices on so-
cial networking sites, it is important to understand 
predictors of both social media site use and communi-
cation practices on those sites. 
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Abstract 
Advocates of elicitive conflict transformation (ECT) maintain that the parties to a conflict are the most important resou-
rce in efforts to render that conflict less violent. According to them, the transformation of the conflict is immanent to 
the conflict itself. The claim of ECT theorists is that classical conflict resolution has mostly aimed at overcoming a con-
flict by means of neutral mediation, while conflict transformation is not primarily concerned with terminating a conflict 
and considers the conflict worker as part of the conflict system. Although ECT is a communication-based model of con-
flict management and relies on human media, its media-theoretical aspects are not made explicit, raising the question 
of what role technological media play in the communicative processes that make up ECT techniques. Through an exa-
mination of the claimed differences between conflict resolution and conflict transformation, and focusing on the com-
mon roots of new media and the elicitive model in systems and cybernetic theory, this paper asks whether any peace-
building potential of new media could be found in a specific anti-propagandistic quality of distributed technological 
media. It concludes by looking at any such potential in social media. 
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this essay is to contribute towards an 
understanding of new media in peacebuilding by posi-
ting them in the context of recent developments in 
conflict theory. Specifically, I will examine a shift from 
the concept of conflict resolution to one of conflict 
transformation, and its implications in terms of how we 
understand media and any function they can have 
within peacebuilding. To this end, I will examine any 
media-theoretical aspects of elicitive conflict transfor-
mation and seek to arrive at conclusions regarding the 
role of new media in peacebuilding.  

I feel justified in doing so because both conflict re-
solution and transformation imply a mediating agency, 
some “in-between” space that separates and connects 
the conflict parties, and where conflict resolution pro-
fessionals or peace workers operate. The way this in-
between space is conceptualized is significant in theo-

rizing and practicing the resolution or transformation 
of conflicts. I am not going to discuss theories that 
deny the possibility of a third party to a conflict, as for 
example those advocated by the Carl Schmitt and Ernst 
Jünger, although their ‘Heraclitan’ thinking has a conti-
nuing currency (Sützl, 2008). According to those theo-
ries, a conflict ends with the victory of one party over 
the other. However, in as much as they contain a criti-
que of liberalism, they will be relevant at the end of 
this paper, where my discussion of the peacebuilding 
potential of social media relies on its distinction 
between liberalism and peace that has informed recent 
research on peace and war. This distinction acknowle-
dges the potential for violence inherent in the present 
global liberal governance (Dillon & Reid, 2000), the 
emergence of a distinct form of liberal war (Dillon & 
Reid, 2009; Evans, 2011) as well as post-liberal peace 
(Richmond, 2011).  

For the purposes of this essay, I will base my reaso-

5

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



ning on the assumed existence of such a third space 
between conflict parties. This space is the space of 
communication, where commonality can become ma-
nifest. As such, it is both the space of mediation and 
the space of media. The Greek word μέσον (meson), 
from which the English word ‘medium’ is derived, does 
not only refer to the middle; it also stands for the 
common ground and the common good, thus compri-
sing both the political and the technical aspects of the 
communication that takes place in order to resolve or 
transform a conflict.  

The second reason why I feel justified in taking this 
approach, which is that there is an apparent lack of 
research that looks at conflict resolution or conflict 
transformation from a media-theoretical angle, with 
the underlying assumption frequently being the 
communication occurring in resolving or transforming 
conflicts is face-to-face, as in the classic setting of the 
negotiating table. Mediation is understood in terms of 
a person being ‘in the middle,’ rather than in terms of a 
human or technological medium, requiring no specific 
media-theoretical approach (Curle, 2015) and limiting 
itself to communication theory (Burton, 2015). Yet the 
negotiating table is only part of a much larger commu-
nication environment in which many different types of 
media may be present, including technological ones. A 
theory of conflict resolution or transformation will the-
refore need to include a media theory. While a small 
amount of research has been conducted into the role of 
media in conflict resolution (e.g. Gilboa, 2010, Saleem & 
Hanan, 2014), such research has not advanced to the 
point where a media-theoretical enquiry is engaged.  

2. The Lack of Media Theory in Conflict Resolution 
Theories 

I suggest three possible explanations of this lack of 
media theory. Perhaps most obvious among them is 
that what Friedrich Kittler calls the ‘technological me-
dia’ have a long history of complicity with war: many 
key media technologies were developed and used for 
military communications, from the optical telegraphs 
of antiquity to the missile-guidance systems of the pre-
sent, from computer technology to internet and satelli-
te communication. It would be hard to deny that the 
war and the military at least hat a very significant im-
pact on the evolution of the technological media. As is 
known, Friedrich Kittler went as far as to argue that all 
technological media have their origin in military purpo-
ses and have served war, propaganda and surveillance 
ever since they existed. Indeed, it would be hard to not 
see the continuity of war in media history, from the op-
tical telegraphs of antiquity to current concepts of in-
formation war or cyberwar (e.g. Eurich, 1995; Snow, 
2003; Stocker & Schöpf, 1998; Virlio, 1989). More re-
cently, the rise of security as a guiding principle of in-
ternational politics after 9/11 has added to these sus-

picions, with critics interpreting security as a technolo-
gically driven pursuit of peace that reads pluralism and 
creativity as potential risks to be politically neutralized 
(Cox & Sützl, 2009; Sützl, 2008, 2009).  

Such interpretations of the relationship between 
technological media and peace rest on the assumption 
that these media do in fact have an impact on what can 
be communicated, and consequently on the success of 
conflict transformation. Accordingly, they are not neu-
tral, and that this lack of neutrality makes them unsui-
table for mediation in a conflict, or for a peace-
oriented political process. Another way of interpreting 
the apparent absence of a theory of technological me-
dia in conflict resolution and conflict transformation 
theories would be to assume that technological media 
are neutral, and therefore not in need of theoretical at-
tention. From this perspective, instead of being detri-
mental to building peace, they would simply be irrele-
vant. Whether communication occurs face-to-face or 
through using technological media would have no ef-
fect on what is communicated, and consequently on 
the outcome of the conflict transformation process. 
This would be a continuation of a long-standing traditi-
on in western philosophy and originating in Platonic 
thought, according to which knowledge is not affected 
by the media through which it is communicated, ar-
chived, or processed. Kittler becomes a media theorist 
because Foucault’s discourse analysis does not entirely 
shake off this tradition: lacking a media theory, “his 
analyses end up immediately before that point in time 
at which other media penetrated the library’s stacks” 
(Kittler, quoted in Winthrop-Young, 2011, p. 59).  

A third explanation might be that there are no ade-
quate theoretical sources that would allow it to form a 
positive understanding of the relationship between 
media, peace, and war. Although peace journalism has 
established itself as a practice and theory following the 
recognition of the complicated role of journalists in war 
(e.g. Keeble, Tulloch, & Zollmann, 2010; Lynch & 
McGoldrick, 2005), it has not yet developed its own 
media theory. In part, this is certainly due to the diffi-
culty of conceptualizing peace, as opposed to violence 
and war. Peace was long defined in negative terms, as 
the absence of war, with the advantage of universality, 
but impossible to represent in positive forms, and the-
refore of limited use in peacebuilding efforts. Peace re-
searchers in the 1980s were therefore driven by an 
ambition, originating in the work of Johan Galtung and 
others, to develop theories of positive peace that 
would in fact be helpful in making peace a positive so-
cial reality (Galtung, 1964). Yet positive attributes tur-
ned out to be much more problematic to generalize 
than negative ones, as they are inseparable from cultu-
ral values which, if universalized, might generate their 
own cultural violence (Galtung, 1990). The response to 
this dilemma consisted in a pluralization of peace theo-
ries, either in the form of considering peace as cultural-
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ly contingent and speaking of ‘peaces’ instead of one 
peace (Dietrich, 2011, 2012), or in a turn towards con-
flict resolution, with the meaning of positive peace 
being contingent upon the conflict constellation and 
parties.  

The following enquiry into peace media, and the 
status of technological media in ECT is an attempt to 
contribute to the theoretical resources that will allow 
an understanding of the relationship between media 
and peace.   

3. Bratić’s Peace Media Theory 

Is it possible to view technological media as capable of 
promoting peace? In a study of media in post-conflict 
peacebuilding settings, Bratić (2008) starts with the af-
firmation that “cases of the positive use of mass 
communication channels in the reconciliation of post-
conflict societies” are “virtually unknown”(p. 487) and 
he proposes the term “peace media” for media created 
by non-conflict parties for the purpose of actively su-
pporting a post-conflict peacebuilding effort by trans-
forming the cultural violence (as defined by Galtung, 
1990) that inevitably exists in every violent situation. 
Indeed, “the media are often a venue where cultural 
violence is created,” (Bratić, 2008, p. 492) as they ge-
nerate a symbolic environment and are capable of cul-
tivating thoughts and attitudes in their audience that 
can lead to changes in behavior. While the mass media 
are never the sole source of social change, the “effects 
of the media are neither minimal nor negligible.” The-
refore, according to Bratić, “if the symbolic envi-
ronment is impacted by the messages of peace-
oriented media, such media environment can be con-
ducive to the cultural transformation of violence” (Bra-
tić, 2008, p. 493). 

Because the meaning of peace media here is limi-
ted to mass media such as radio, television and 
newspapers, a particular difficulty presents itself: how 
can a mass medium that intends to accomplish certain 
outcomes—even if these are peaceful outcomes—
avoid being a propaganda medium? And is there such a 
thing as a pro-peace propaganda, or are peace and 
propaganda incompatible? What would the peace thus 
promoted look like? These questions are akin to the 
problems studied by the propaganda theorists of the 
1920s. George Creel (1972), Walter Lippman (1922) 
and Harold Lasswell (1927) are among a generation of 
writers who, influenced by the experience of World 
War I (WWI), took up the study of mass media effects, 
trying to understand what kind of processes make pro-
paganda effective. Although propaganda theory, as 
well as its surviving elements in public relations theory 
(Bernays, 1923, 1952), has attracted much criticism for 
reducing mass media audiences to a “bewildered herd” 
in need of control (Chomsky, 2002, p. 6, citing 
Lippmann’s famous phrase), there was widespread 

conviction that propaganda could also be of a benevo-
lent, pro-democratic kind. This belief was particularly 
convincing when pro-democratic and anti-German 
propaganda seemed the same, as in the work of the US 
Committee on Public Information, headed by George 
Creel. Bratić takes up Creel’s idea of “employing all 
media of appeal” in pursuit of a cause and argues for 
peace media to be understood as part of a “peace rela-
tions agenda,” of a “joint and integrated set of me-
asures involving more than a single media channel or 
technique” (Bratić, 2008, p. 501). As is known, the US 
propaganda theorist found one of their main critics in 
John Dewey, who refused to “accept the need of a te-
chnocracy that would use scientific methods to protect 
people from themselves” and instead insisted that pu-
blic education would be the most effective means of 
defending democracy against totalitarianism (Baran & 
Davis, 2012, p. 86). According to Dewey, “democracy 
was less about information than conversation,” (Alter-
man, cited in Baran & Davis, 2012, p. 87) and such an 
education cannot proceed by creating a class of experts 
in control of information. Drewey may have seen in 
George Creel’s propaganda strategy to bring Germany 
to surrender in WWI—known as the Fourteen Points of 
Wilson—a powerful indication of a collusion that may 
exists between propaganda and totalitarianism (Bate-
son, 1972, pp. 477-495). 

Are there ways in which technological media can 
support peacebuilding outside of a model of benign 
propaganda? In order to answer this question, I will 
look at conceptual differences between conflict resolu-
tion and conflict transformation and their relationship 
to peacebuilding in the next section.  

4. Conflict Resolution, Conflict Transformation and 
Peacebuilding 

As a distinct conflict management technique, conflict 
transformation appeared in the 1990s (Lederach, 
1995). Lederach describes conflict transformation as 
“to envision and respond to the ebb and flow of social 
conflict as life-giving opportunities for creating cons-
tructive change processes that reduce violence, in-
crease justice in direct interaction and social structu-
res, and respond to real-life problems in human 
relationships” (Lederach, cited in Dietrich, 2013, p. 7). 

The utility of the concept has been a matter of con-
troversy. Critics have argued that conflict transformati-
on merely refers to the “deepest level of the conflict 
resolution tradition” (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & 
Miall, 2011, p. 9), or that conflict transformation emer-
ged as a response to a growing misuse of the term con-
flict resolution, being wrongly applied to many proces-
ses involving open violence (Mitchell, 2003). According 
to such criticism, conflict transformation would be sy-
nonymous to conflict resolution well done.  

Mitchell (2003) makes a systematic attempt at 
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identifying any substantive differences between the 
two concepts. He refers to Galtung’s statement that 
“conflicts are generally not solved” because there is a 
conflict energy that does not disappear with the assu-
med resolution of the conflict, but rather “attaches 
itself to one or more conflicts, possibly also the old 
one” (Galtung, cited in Mitchell, 2003).  

Although understanding the difference between 
conflict transformation and conflict resolution mainly 
as variations of emphasis, Mitchell does attribute to 
conflict transformation a focus on long-term healing:  

“Resolution has a tendency to concentrate upon 
the immediate and the shorter term, its advocates 
arguing that dealing with the issues and the deeper 
interests producing a current situation of intracta-
ble conflict is enough of a problem in itself. Trans-
formation has deliberately included 'the aftermath' 
in its focus, purposefully building in approaches and 
processes that deal with conflict 'residues'—
traumas, fears, hurts and hatreds—which, even if 
one major conflict has been resolved, will remain to 
poison futures and ensure that later conflicts will be 
prosecuted in a spirit of intransigence, if not reven-
ge” (Mitchell, 2003). 

Conflict transformation, then, would see its work con-
tinue in post-conflict scenarios and include techniques 
and activities that are typically part of peacebuilding.  

Dietrich (2013) proposes a more clear-cut distincti-
on between conflict transformation and conflict resolu-
tion. He understands conflict resolution as a “moder-
nist concepts of international relations” and as having 
been “deconstructed by postmodern philosophy” (p. 
7). Accordingly, conflict resolution is about removing or 
ending a conflict, following the dramaturgy of a crime 
novel. The story ends with the resolved conflict. As in 
the crime story, “any re-traumatization of victims, of 
the victim’s family, or of erroneous suspects at the 
hand of investigators and court officials is subordinate 
to the just and correct resolution. Life after the resolu-
tion is of no interest” (Dietrich, 2013, p. 8). Unlike con-
flict resolution, which rests on the idea of overcoming 
and ending a conflict, conflict transformation, as un-
derstood by Dietrich, is a process described by the 
German word verwinden, originating in Heidegger’s 
problematizing of metaphysics that gave rise to a re-
orientation of continental philosophy in post-
structuralism and postmodernism. Verwindung is usually 
translated as “twisting” in English (Sützl, 2007) and can 
be likened to recovering from the disease, which is diffe-
rent from the disappearance of the disease. The “twis-
ting” of a conflict initiates a process of maturing, of dis-
covering and of developing new choices, a process that 
“changes human relationships and personal consci-
ousness” and is entirely different from any formulaic 
problem solving. This approach to conflict is transfor-

mative of social systems and of individuals. Dietrich’s 
understanding of conflict transformation is based on 
energy locked in the epicenter of the conflict, released 
in conflict work and used for transformation.  

Conflict transformation thus goes beyond a move-
ment on the surface of a conflict that Lederach calls an 
“episode” in which “physical violence is suppressed, 
the extremes of structural violence mitigated, and a 
new narrative form, a compromise, the famous win-
win solution, is found” (Dietrich, 2013, p. 8). As a re-
sult, the energy of the conflict is not transformed, it is 
merely shifted elsewhere. Using a musicological term, 
Dietrich calls this a “conflict transposition.” The score 
(or conflict) remains the same, but being rendered in a 
different pitch, the mood changes: “A melody is per-
ceived differently and gives rise to different feelings 
when rendered in A major as opposed to F major. It is 
precisely this, and nothing more, that is done in conflict 
transposition” (p. 8). Conflict transformation, by con-
trast, claims to alter the dissonant melody itself, “utili-
zing its urgent energy creatively in order to form a new 
harmony based on what exists” (p. 9). 

As to the use of media, the attention given to 
psychological and symbolic aspects in conflict trans-
formation suggest limitations of peace media unders-
tood as mass media, and opens up the question of a 
type of medium.  

5. Neutrality and Permeability 

This becomes even clearer when we consider how tho-
se who advocate for conflict transformation as an enti-
rely different enterprise understand the space of me-
diation, in the sense of the meson as discussed above. 
While the resolutional school has typically viewed the 
intermediary as a conflict broker, who, while required 
to have an appropriate understanding of the “culture 
and social structures in which the adversaries are em-
bedded,” (Mitchell, 2003) is not part of the same struc-
ture. The intermediary is an intermediary by virtue of 
his/her neutrality and separation from the conflict itself.  

By contrast, conflict transformation theorists tend 
to acknowledge that mediators bring their own bagga-
ge to a conflict and are therefore never neutral. Die-
trich (2013) asserts that “what many think to be objec-
tivity and neutrality is nothing other than the 
assessment of a particular situation by a third party 
which, by virtue of the assessment, becomes an inte-
rested party and cannot be a neutral element” (p. 11). 
Neutrality, in his view, is a principle firmly rooted in a 
western and modernist world view that has left peace 
politics in a dilemma between idealist and realist as-
sumptions (Dietrich, 2012). Dietrich does argue for 
“impartiality,” as a “subjective attempt to avoid unila-
teral, thoughtless, and explicit expressions of partiali-
ty,” (Dietrich, 2013, p. 12) but otherwise, precisely be-
cause of the impossibility of neutrality, the emphasis is 
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on the mediator needing to be neither neutral nor dis-
tanced, but “permeable” (Dietrich, 2013, p. 210). This 
means that the mediator shares with the conflict par-
ties what he/she brings to the conflict (values, emoti-
ons, desires, intentions, own traumas, etc.) in order to 
be able to facilitate a transformation process that will, 
inevitably, also be the transformation process of the 
mediator. The mediator forms part of the conflict sce-
nario as a complete person, and is no longer seen as an 
expert with an advance in knowledge vis-à-vis the con-
flict parties.  

From a media-theoretical point of view, this implies 
a shift in the view of the in-between space, of the me-
dium of communication in conflict transformation. It 
marks a shift from a prescriptive to an elicitive appro-
ach to conflict that mirrors the transition from old to 
new media. Below I will examine some of the differen-
ces claimed to exist between conflict resolution and 
elicitive conflict transformation in order to arrive at 
conclusions regarding the latter’s view of the space 
between conflict parties. This will help develop our un-
derstanding of the media that can exist in that space.  

6. Prescriptive and Elicitive Conflict Transformation 

The concept of elicitive conflict transformation origina-
tes in Lederach’s 1995 book Preparing for Peace (Lede-
rach, 1995). Here, Lederach responds to a concern 
about understanding and honoring the cultural dimen-
sion of conflict, and develop trainings for conflict trans-
formation that no longer pretend to offer a how-to-do-
package created by conflict experts. Instead of trans-
ferring outside knowledge—knowledge developed in a 
different setting, expert knowledge disconnected from 
the cultural vernacular—the transformation of a con-
flict needs to put to use the resources, including the 
cultural forms, available within the conflict setting 
itself. In a nutshell, Lederach makes a case for a conflict 
transformation training that no longer proceeds in a 
prescriptive manner, transferring “conflict resolution 
technology from one setting to another,” and which 
instead “builds from the cultural resources in a given 
setting” (Lederach, 1995, p. 7). Whereas in the pres-
criptive model the “trainer’s knowledge is the key re-
source to be emulated by the participants,” (p. 51) the 
conflict can be resolved precisely because culture is left 
out, the elicitive model uses culture as a resource in 
transforming the conflict (see Table 1). 

Going beyond training requirements, Dietrich 
(2013) develops a theoretical grounding for the elicitive 
approach that follows from a far-reaching critique of 
concepts of peace in history and culture (Dietrich, 
2012). He juxtaposes two historically large families of 
peace that have existed in the world. Energetic peace 
assumes human existence to be “embedded in the All-
Oneness of being” (Dietrich, 2012, p. 273) where con-
sequently peace is a harmonious interplay of cosmic, 

natural and societal energies. The other family of in-
terpretations is what he calls “moral peace” (peace as 
identical with justice), where a split between the eter-
nal divine peace and the temporal peace of mundane 
existence emerges and peace is understood as a vecto-
rial projection into a future. “Modern” and “postmo-
dern” interpretations of peace have drawn on these 
foundations each in their own way. Modern images of 
peace are “based on a mechanistic understanding of 
the world that evicts God and supposes reason in his 
place,” while postmodern ones doubt the existence of 
an ultimate Truth and declare God to be dead. In pos-
tmodernism, the rationality of the modern spirit unites 
with relationality. “Truth, security and justice are re-
cognized as constructs and peace thus becomes multi-
form and in need of definition within each context” 
(Dietrich, 2012, p. 274). Eventually, he proposes a no-
vel and pluralistic concept: the “trans-rational peaces” 
(Dietrich, 2011, pp. 3-23, 2012, pp. 210-260), introdu-
cing a plural to a noun that dictionaries list only in the 
singular—itself a consequence of moral and modern in-
terpretation of peace. Significantly, the trans-rational 
concept of peace “[enlarges] the ethical and aesthetic 
moment of existence beyond the limits of the modern 
persona and into transpersonality and thereby gains the 
energetic without abandoning the rational” (p. 274). 

Table 1. Types of conflict transformation (Source: Le-
derach, 1995, p. 65). 

Prescriptive  Elicitive 

Training as transfer Training as discovery and 
creation 

Training as content 
oriented: Master 
approach and technique 

Training as process 
oriented: participate in 
model creation  

Empowerment as 
learning new ways and 
strategies for facing 
conflict  

Empowerment as 
validating and building 
from context 

Trainer as expert, model, 
and facilitator 

Trainer as catalyst and 
facilitator 

Culture as technique Culture as foundation 
and seedbed 

In order to understand the media-theoretical quality of 
Dietrich’s approach, it will be helpful to look at an im-
portant theoretical source for Dietrich’s elicitive the-
ory: the humanistic psychology movement. Emerging 
from the differences that a new generation of psycho-
logists had with Sigmund Freud in the middle of the 
20th century, this movement distanced itself from the 
psychoanalytic focus on illness and sought instead to 
use psychological knowledge to release the potentials 
for growth in human beings and their communities. 
Writers such as Abraham Maslow, gestalt therapists 
Laura and Fritz Perls and Paul Goodman, psychodrama 
founder Jacob Levy Moreno, family therapist Virginia 
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Satir, client-centered therapist Carl Rogers, communi-
cation scholar Gregory Bateson and transpersonal 
psychologist Stanislaf Groff were all concerned with the 
relationships that exist between the inner conflicts and 
potentials of a person, and the conflicts and potentials in 
society and politics—the ways in which the intrapersonal 
is affected by, and in turn affects, the interpersonal. The 
tools and methods of elicitive conflict resolution as sug-
gested by Dietrich encompass all dimensions and layers 
of human existence, from the persona to the sexual, so-
cio-emotional, intellectual and spiritual.  

This “twisting” of the linear structures and of cen-
tral categories, the fluidity of boundaries and the un-
derstanding of the self as communication is at the basis 
of ECT. How is this distinction relevant to conceptuali-
zing elicitive peace media? I will try to answer this 
question in the following section.  

7. Prescriptive and Elicitive Peace Media 

Propaganda as a modality of mass communication is 
prescriptive by definition: it cannot but project certain 
social realities or values as desirable, promote certain 
attitudes and behaviors, or seek to influence the beliefs 
of an audience. Although associated with 1930s totali-
tarian ideologies, mass communication theorists such 
as Lasswell and Lippmann argued that a democratic po-
lity needs its own kind of propaganda that will protect 
democracy against the danger of totalitarianism. Inte-
grated with other social institutions, such propaganda-
based of peace media have been shown to support bui-
lding peace efforts following a violent conflict (Bratić, 
2005, 2008). Indeed, Lasswell thought of his propagan-
da theory of mass communication as a remedy against 
conflict. Influenced by Freudian thinking, he considered 
the inevitable political conflict arising in pluralist socie-
ties as “inherently pathological,” and it was the res-
ponsibility of social researchers to find ways to “obvia-
te conflict.” Public discourse was to be replaced by 
democratic propaganda (Baran & Davis, 2012, p. 83). 

While these propaganda theories were evolving in 
the 1920s and 1930s and were fuelled by the appea-
rance of Nazi propaganda in Europe, Bertolt Brecht de-
veloped his own critique of propaganda in his radio 
theory: he wanted the listeners of this mass medium to 
be able to engage in a conversation with one another, 
rather than just listening to programs they had no in-
fluence upon. Radio, he famously argued, should be 
transformed from a “distribution apparatus” to a 
“communication apparatus” if it is to have consequen-
ces (Brecht, 2000, pp. 41-46). The audience was not on-
ly to be instructed but should itself instruct (p. 43). 
Before the Nazis destroyed media freedom and set up 
their own unparalleled propaganda machinery after 
1933, socialist organizations did in fact offer radio 
workshops for workers with the goal of turning radio 
into a participative, progressive medium (Brunner-

Szabo, 1989). Brecht’s contribution to a more compre-
hensive theory of radio may have been stifled by his 
own skepticism vis-à-vis the technological media in ge-
neral and his reliance on stage drama. It was only Hans-
Magnus Enzensberger who returned to Brecht’s de-
mand in his 1970 Constituents of a Theory of Media, 
polemically demanding that the left finally enter the 
new media age and, in doing so, embrace a more 
unpredictable, disorderly model of emancipation (En-
zensberger, 1970). His remedy against manipulation 
and propaganda was that everyone gets access to 
communication media. Writing well before the popula-
rization of computers, his extensive list of new media 
includes “time-sharing computers, data banks, compo-
sing and learning machines, video-phones, laser te-
chniques,” in a striking anticipation of a similar conver-
sation that set in once computers and the internet 
became available to larger audiences in the 1990s. New 
media activism (Lievrouw, 2011), hacktivism (Samuel, 
2004), electronic civil disobedience (Critical Art Ensem-
ble, 1996), the tactical media movement (Garcia & 
Lovink, 1997; Kluitenberg, 2011) and Indymedia are so-
me examples from this period that stood for new ways 
of putting new media towards an emancipatory use, ge-
nerally motivated by a desire for a more just and open 
information society and by lending everyone a voice.  

Drawing on artistic as well technological resources, 
these media activist movements sought to level the dif-
ference between author, audience and producer. For-
med in the Web 1.0 age, many of them did not survive 
the spread of Web 2.0 technologies, although the ha-
cking swarm Anonymous and Wikileaks would repre-
sent examples of a continuation of this movement in 
the present.  

While some of this media activism did not go 
beyond being subversive, disturbing dominant discour-
ses and interfering with media dispositives—and in as 
much as this was the case contributed to a larger criti-
que of violence—there are also examples of using the 
computers and the internet to promote peace ideas 
and activism (Gray, 2005).  

In former Yugoslavia, the ZaMir network was an ea-
rly example of a civil-society peace-oriented computer 
network. Supported by anti-war groups in the various 
Yugoslav republics, it proofed capable of bypassing go-
vernment-imposed curbs on communication during 
demise of the Yugoslav state at the beginning of the 
1990s, and of continuing a conversation about peaceful 
alternatives amidst the nationalist and militaristic pro-
paganda. In the US, PeaceNet was a member organiza-
tion of the Association for Progressive Communication 
(APC), a computer network founded in 1990 providing 
online communication resources to peace activist and 
organizations, and pioneering the use of the internet 
for social movements (Noronha & Higgs, 2010).  

The need both Brecht and Enzensberger expressed 
for media serving communication rather than distribu-
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tion is echoed in these uses of the new media, marking 
a shift away from mass communication in the classical 
sense. The normative thinking exemplified by Brecht 
and Enzensberger, on the other hand, would seek to 
promote the public discourse by breaking the one-to-
many structure of mass communication and envisio-
ning a many-to-many model of communication by the 
masses instead. Rather than looking for ways to obvia-
te conflict, conflict is seen as inevitable and even desi-
rable in order to advance to a more egalitarian society.  

Does the idea of distributed communication media 
that underlies these ideals of emancipatory media use 
contain clues as to the role of technological media in 
elicitive conflict transformation? The idea of emancipa-
tion connected to conflict transformation may be 
rather different from the European socialist thought 
inscribed into these normative theories. In its revoluti-
onary form, emancipatory politics has resorted to vio-
lent conflict, and on the other hand, processes of elici-
tive conflict transformation may differ from western 
notions of emancipation. Even Enzensberger is not en-
tirely free from a propagandistic sensibility when he 
speaks of “democratic manipulation,” reminding readers 
that “there is no unmanipulated writing, filming, or bro-
adcasting,” the question being not “whether the media 
are manipulated, but who manipulates them.” Enzens-
berger envisions manipulation as a distributed activity 
that makes everyone a manipulator, leading to a “self-
regulating learning process which is made possible by 
the electronic media” (Enzensberger, 1970, p. 20). 

8. Cybernetics, Mediality, and Medium 

What Brecht’s and Enzensberger normative theory 
proposes is, at closer inspection, a cybernetic idea: the 
idea of self-regulation that replaces central control. 
Gregory Bateson, a psychologist and a founding figure 
of cybernetics, is cited by Dietrich as one of the precur-
sors ECT (Dietrich, 2013, pp. 28-29). Bateson’s is a sys-
temic view thae is primarily transformative; that is, it 
detaches itself from the ideal of a revolutionary subject 
that still underlies Brecht’s and Enzensberger’s thin-
king, and whose celebration in leftist social theory may 
have reached its culmination in the writings of Jean-
Paul Sartre. To Bateson, the self is a result of communi-
cation, and communication is therefore not something 
that an individual with a pre-existing sense of self does 
in an instrumental fashion: rather, it is “only through 
communication that one’s reality and sense of self 
[could] be maintained.” (p. 28) Therefore, all commu-
nication within and without the person must be con-
nected through feedback cycles. On this basis, conflict 
is inevitable, and was in fact considered as an essential 
part of life by Bateson, and any “obviation” of conflict 
is neither possible nor desirable. To Bateson, conflict 
was an integrative part of being human, an existential 
fact that concerns the entirety of human existence, i.e. 

body, mind and the relations to others. Dietrich offers 
a figure to illustrate Bateson’s relevance to ECT (see Fi-
gure 1). 

 
Figure 1. The systemic approach to peace after Bateson 
(Source: Dietrich, 2013, p. 28). 

Conflict as an existential fact is also key in the thinking 
of Martin Buber, who Dietrich cites as another precur-
sor of ECT. According to Buber, we are driven to choo-
se between two conflicting basic attitudes: orienting 
(seeking security) and realizing (seeking change). As 
both of these attitudes aim for something desirable but 
are mutually exclusive, a permanent conflict between 
the two is inevitable. (Dietrich, 2013, p. 26). This existen-
tial conflict is present in any other form of conflict expe-
rienced by humans, and as a consequence, a conflict 
cannot be neutralized, but can only be transformed by 
seeking a balance between orienting and realizing.  

We can ask the question of technological media in 
ECT, then in this way: does the systemic interconnec-
tedness of layers of existence, of inner and outer expe-
rience, of people, communities, include or exclude te-
chnology? To answer this question, it will be useful to 
look at the common ground between humanistic 
psychology and cybernetics. Both disciplines emerged 
in the same historical context and pursued similar epis-
temic goals, influenced by systems theory. Therefore, 
system-theoretical concepts such as feedback cycle, 
boundary, interface, or environment are used in hu-
manistic psychology as well as in cybernetics. Scholars 
such as Gregory Bateson, Norbert Wiener, Heinz von 
Foerster and Gregory Bateson were all concerned with 
how human and technological systems interact and 
evolve. Reviewing the historical evolution of cybernec-
tics, Katherine Hayles reminds us that Gordon Pask, a 
founding figure of cybernetics who was also a humanis-
tic psychologist, understood cybernetics as concerned 
“with information flows in all media, including biologi-
cal, mechanical, and even cosmological systems” (Hay-
les, 2010, p. 146). Cybernetics opens a door towards 
understanding the mediatic dimension of human exis-
tence, the way in which humans function as media.  

The human body as a medium can be traced back 

Body 

Mind Society 
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to the origins of culture (or it is the origin of culture): 
dance, theater, ritual performances and the like are 
long-standing ways of what Nietzsche in the Birth of 
the Tragedy referred to as the “original dramatic phe-
nomenon: to see oneself transformed before one’s 
eyes and now to act as if one really had entered ano-
ther body, another character” (Nietzsche, 2000, p. 50). 
20th century psychology, philosophy and anthropology 
made an increasingly strong case against the possibility 
of static, or even stable, experience of the self, as well 
as the undivided, closed-in understanding of the sub-
ject that has marked the modern era. Being human 
means being a human medium, always entering or 
exiting different states, being fluid rather than static. 
Without this media-nature of human beings, it is im-
possible to imagine mediating a conflict.  

It is therefore only consequential that the methods 
of ECT proposed by Dietrich all draw on this medial di-
mension of being human: he groups them into breath-, 
voice-,and movement-oriented approaches, implicitly 
describing forms of human mediality. Techniques in-
clude “transformative theater work,” “political constel-
lations,” the Japanese traditions of Butō and Aikido, 
breathing techniques, Ruth Cohn’s theme-centered in-
teraction and Marshall Rosenberg’s non-violent 
communication. All of these techniques rely of humans 
to be fluid selves, to cross boundaries, to be their own 
media, and in being their own media, being able to 
mediate—a verb whose meaning then would be: trans-
forming a conflict by virtue of being a medium, of “se-
eing oneself transformed.”  

Cybernetics has prepared an understanding of such 
a mediated and mediating sense of communicated and 
communicative self as crossing the boundary to the te-
chnological, viewing both human bodies and technolo-
gical media as part of an information-processing sys-
tem. From a cybernetic point of view, therefore, in as 
much as humans are considered as being inherently 
medial, they are always potentially technological media 
because the boundary between the two is constantly 
shifting as messages are communicated.   

What this also means is that the medium as a cate-
gory entirely separate from the human is at odds with 
the premises of ECT as theorized by Dietrich. As little as 
ECT can rely on a static self or an essential human na-
ture, it can assume an insuperable division between 
biological and technological systems. In the 1980s and 
1990s, the concept of the cyborg (for ‘cybernetic orga-
nism’) was key in a debate that sought to give a positi-
ve social meaning to this process of shaping the inte-
gration of the biological and the technological from a 
peace-oriented perspective, breaking the military’s 
dominance in this field of research. Using a term 
coined by Manfred Clynes and Nathan Kline (Clynes & 
Kline, 1960), Chris Hables Gray (2002) and Dona Ha-
raway (2000) reminded us of the simple fact that eve-
ryone who has been vaccinated is a cyborg, because his 

or her body no longer functions according to biological 
principles alone. But vaccines are often the result of a 
profit-driven, boxed system of patented expert 
knowledge, dominated by a patriarchal culture and go-
vernment secrecy. By breaking these boxes, cyborgiza-
tion was understood as a possible part of a peace-
oriented, progressive cultural movement that embra-
ced technology rather than avoiding it. Cyborgization 
was theorized by these authors as a cybernetic trans-
formation that would transform society by working 
across what we could call, borrowing a word from ges-
talt therapy, the biology-technology contact boundary.  

9. Elicitive Conflict Transformation and the Social Web 

While ECT advocates work with forms of human media-
lity but seem to largely exclude non-human media, the 
very discipline that provides some of the main theore-
tical inputs for ECT, cybernetics, has developed a sys-
temic way of thinking about communication that per-
meates the boundary between biological and 
technological processors of information. To not consi-
der technological media as part of the communication 
processes on which ECT relies contradicts the very in-
tentions of ECT. From a media-theoretical point of 
view, ECT inserts itself into evolution from centralized 
to de-centralized, from mass media to distributed 
networks, from one-to-many to many-to-many 
communication that allows it to elicit knowledge by 
pooling resources offered by users. However, this in 
itself does not necessarily make those media more 
conducive to building peace, nor does the possibility of 
propagandistic manipulation disappear, as Enzensber-
ger hoped, when everyone becomes a manipulator. 

Thus, when we look at current Web 2.0 media, we 
might at first look at a realization of the demands made 
by three generations of media activists, from Brecht in 
the 1920s to the alternative, social movement and ac-
tivist media of the present: every receiver is also a sen-
der, access to communication is easy, distributed and 
flexible networks replace powerful mass media. Inde-
ed, we already seem to inhabit a media world where 
people “do no evil” (Google), and are engaged in cons-
tant process of turning strangers into “friends” (Face-
book). Social media seem to at least define themselves 
as peace media of sorts. 

But while the propagandists seem to have disappe-
ared, and manipulation now is in everyone’s hand, 
propaganda itself has not. When something is “tren-
ding” on Twitter, we might be looking at a social-media 
revenant of what the Institute for Propaganda Analysis 
in 1939 described as the “bandwagon:” “Everyone, at 
least all of us—is doing it” (Institute for Propaganda 
Analysis, 1979, p. 24). Ranking search displays by popu-
larity—the most important component of Google’s pa-
ge rank algorithm—mirrors the “plain folks” technique 
identified by the Institute: an idea is good because it is 
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“of the people, the plain folks” (p. 24), and it would 
probably take little effort to identify social web equiva-
lents of all the other propaganda techniques. The diffe-
rence is that due to the distributed structure and the 
accessibility of the social web, these propagandistic 
elements appear to be the outcome of a ‘democratic’ 
process. Moreover, when looking at the peacebuilding 
potential of the social web, it must be remembered 
that social media have not just been hailed as the engi-
nes of positive social change, but simultaneously criti-
cized as master tools of profit generation in an age of 
info-liberalism (Banning, 2016), applying a business 
model that supplies advertisers with user attention and 
user information.   

How can social media can play this double role of 
being effective tools for social movements, and thus 
peacebuilding, while at the same time generating sub-
jectivities that fall in line with the demands of the neo-
liberal model of info-capitalism? As far as the social 
web is concerned, peacebuilding and info-capitalism 
want the same thing: the growth in user numbers of 
Facebook, for example, increases the utility of the 
network for the individual user, providing social mo-
vements with an efficient communication channel and 
a means of mobilizing support. “Peace” and corporate 
profits then are become indistinguishable. Everyone is 
involved in “making the world a better place,” or in 
“making a difference,” to quote two popular items of a 
neoliberal vocabulary that makes peace redundant.  

The neoliberal agenda, driving the political out of 
politics becomes indistinguishable from the peace that 
follows the win-win resolution of conflicts. What sepa-
rates peace activists from shoppers, or peacebuilding 
NGOs from investment banks, can no longer be mea-
ningfully expressed in environments where everyone is 
a friend. In fact, there is no need to express differences 
of a political nature at all, as Laswell’s idea of obviating 
conflict, intended to avoid the violence of political ex-
tremism in the 1930s, seems to have come to a surpri-
sing and successful conclusion.  

Contemporary social media represent a symbolic 
environment of relentless positivity. Byung-Chul Han 
(2010, 2013) has argued that the “digital swarm” and 
its sphere of boundless positivity and tireless promoti-
onal discourses creates its own violence: making it im-
possible to work with distinctions of negativity that are 
necessary to make a conversation politically meaning-
ful, drying out the very intellectual and symbolic resou-
rces that are needed to effectively criticize violence in 
the first place. As a consequence, the media domina-
ting the social web are creating a communication envi-
ronment without an outside, what could be called “to-
tal communication.” And in total communication, for 
lack of negative, limiting criteria, conflict can never be 
perceived as a political conflict because it can never be 
communicated in terms that allow the construction of 
a distinctly political meaning.  

But just like ECT seeks to leave behind the idea that 
there should be a society or politics without conflict, 
any new medium that is to be a peace medium rather 
than an extension of liberalism into info-liberalism or 
neoliberalism, would need to make a symbolic reper-
toire available that allows negativity and is capable of 
communicating it.  

I would characterize the social web therefore not as 
the peace medium of ECT but as an assemblage of neo-
liberal media that have succeeded in obviating conflict 
by generating an insistent positivity within which a po-
tential political conflict exists only as a symbolic or 
economic exchange transaction that can only take place 
because it will immediately result in a reconciliation. In 
an anti-liberal, authoritarian setting, this distinction 
between a medium that helps build peace, and a neoli-
beral medium that is, after all, still liberal, might not be 
immediately apparent or even significant, and this is one 
way of understanding the undue importance assigned to 
social media in popular uprisings of recent years.  

But as Byung-Chul Han (2011, 2013) has also poin-
ted out, this sphere of boundless positivity and relen-
tless promotion creates its own violence: making it im-
possible to work with distinctions of negativity that are 
necessary to make a conversation politically meaning-
ful, drying out the very intellectual and symbolic resou-
rces that are needed to effectively criticize violence in 
the first place. As a consequence, the dominant social 
media have no way of limiting themselves, they create 
what could be called total communication. The trans-
formation of conflict, in ECT inseparable from embra-
cing conflict as an existential fact, is not possible there, 
while the win-win structure of these media is remains a 
solution that never knew a conflict.  

10. Conclusion 

Against the above reasoning, the purpose of new pea-
ce media in elicitive conflict transformation seems pa-
radoxical: they must be able to communicate a kind of 
negativity that makes it possible to speak of losses in or-
der to help find ways to reduce violence in a way that is 
meaningful and can be expressed in political terms.  

This is where we must return to Schmitt (2007) 
(whose theory of irreconcilable opposition makes him 
an unlikely reference for either conflict resolution or 
conflict transformation). However, his critique of libe-
ralism as a de-politicizing power seems is proving diffi-
cult to dismiss. Chantal Mouffe (2013) critically enga-
ges in with Schmitt’s position in her own critique of the 
dominant model of liberal democracy, and when loo-
king for the meaning technological media could have in 
ECT, this may be helpful starting point. According to 
Mouffe, “liberalism is unable to adequately envisage 
the pluralistic nature of the social world, with the con-
flicts that pluralism entails” (Mouffe, 2013, p. 3). But 
moving these conflicts from a struggle between ene-
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mies to a struggle between adversaries is at the heart 
of her agonistic model of radical democracy. From this 
perspective, media that offer themselves as a resource 
for a politically meaningful yet non-violent discourse 
might therefore be potential new peace media. In kee-
ping with the fundamental ideas of ECT, such media 
will look different in each specific conflict. 
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The everyday uses of networked media technologies, especially social media, have revolutionized the classical model of 
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on how the industrial logics of dominant social media, through which interveillance practices are normalized, resonate 
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gued that the concept of interveillance is needed, and must be distinguished from surveillance, in order to critically as-
sess the everyday mutual sharing and disclosure of private information (of many different kinds). Secondly, it is argued 
that the culture of interveillance responds to the social deficit of recognition that characterizes highly individualized so-
cieties. Finally, it is argued that the culture of interveillance constitutes a defining instance and even represents a new 
stage of the meta-process of mediatization. The dialectical nature of interveillance integrates and reinforces the over-
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1. Introduction 

In the last decade we have seen the arrival of what 
might be considered a new stage in the history of me-
diatization. The parallel expansion of social media, mo-
bile media devices and various lifestyle applications 
constitutes more than a technological shift. It also de-
notes a social and cultural shift through which more 
and more areas of social life become saturated with 
and dependent on processes of mediation. There are 
today mobile applications for almost any kind of life-
style practice, through which activities can be meas-
ured, stored and shared. At first sight the growing ten-
dency to monitor, quantify and comment on one’s own 
life as well as those of others may seem like a media-
invoked transformation following certain technologi-

cally enabled and commercially driven logics of social 
media industries (van Dijck & Poell, 2013). However, 
the emergence and significance of such logics should 
also be understood in relation to social forces that 
have long prevailed in modern society and can be 
traced to broader structural transformations, above all 
individualization.  

In this mainly theoretical essay, the key idea that 
will be elaborated on is that we (that is, those of us 
who live in societies marked by digital media abun-
dance) are immersed in a culture of interveillance. This 
perspective provides a way of capturing the social em-
beddedness of contemporary surveillance processes, 
typically governed by commercial forces, while at the 
same time recognizing the non-hierarchical and non-
systematic nature of most social monitoring processes 
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occurring in everyday life. It is also a way of pointing 
out what is new about contemporary mediatization; 
how the industrial logics of dominant social media res-
onate with the everyday social characteristics of indi-
vidualized modern society. Mediatization is basically 
understood as a historical meta-process whereby a vari-
ety of social realms, in organizational settings as well as 
everyday life, become increasingly adapted to and de-
pendent upon media technologies and institutions (see, 
e.g., Couldry & Hepp, 2013; Krotz, 2007; Lundby, 2014).   

Starting out from these fundamental assumptions, 
my aim is to explore three interconnected arguments, 
each constituting a separate section of the text. Firstly, 
it will be argued that the concept of interveillance is 
needed in order to critically assess the everyday mutu-
al sharing and disclosure of private information (of 
many different kinds) that constitutes an increasing 
share of all media practices. The concept is needed not 
only for defining particular forms of mediated interac-
tion, namely those forms marked by digital connectivi-
ty (van Dijck, 2012, 2013), but also more indirectly in 
order to preserve the conceptual specificity and critical 
potential of the term surveillance. In the first part of 
the essay the properties of interveillance will be dis-
cussed in relation to related concepts, notably lateral 
surveillance (Andrejevic, 2005) and social surveillance 
(Marwick, 2012).   

Secondly, it will be argued that the culture of inter-
veillance responds to the social deficit of recognition 
that characterizes highly individualized societies. Inter-
veillance breeds in the soils of an other-directed social 
landscape that had already been diagnosed in the mid 
20th century by sociologists like David Riesman (1950) and 
later by Giddens (1991) and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
(2002), amongst others. The second part of the essay will, 
through an engagement with Axel Honneth’s (2012) 
theory of recognition, discuss the ways in which domi-
nant forms of social media and accompanying represen-
tational spaces of interveillance largely reinforce this 
sense of lack, while at the same time circulating promis-
es of mutual recognition and individual growth. This is to 
say that the culture of interveillance holds a dialectical 
character where striving for recognition coalesces with 
social simulations that bind individuals closer to techno-
logical and commercial structures of dependence.  

Thirdly, by way of conclusion, it will be argued that 
the culture of interveillance constitutes a defining in-
stance of contemporary mediatization. The dialectical 
nature of interveillance integrates and reinforces the 
overarching ambiguities of mediatization, whereby the 
opportunities for individuals and groups to achieve 
growing freedom and autonomy are paralleled by limi-
tations and dependences vis-à-vis media. Interveillance 
constitutes an entry point for grasping how new forms 
of normalized media dependence are replacing and 
displacing pre-established patterns tied to the mass 
media era. Interveillance gives us an analytical tool for 

conducting critical analyses of how the dialectics of 
mediatization are played out and socially constructed 
at the level of everyday life.  

This article should also make an epistemological 
contribution to the mediatization debate. Whereas 
mediatization research has been accused of being me-
dia-centric, that is, explaining social transformations 
too much in terms of media change (see Deacon & 
Stanyer, 2014), my analysis adheres to the broadly ac-
cepted view of mediatization as concerned with the in-
terplay between media, culture and society (see, e.g., 
Hepp, 2013; Hepp, Hjarvard, & Lundby, 2015; Krotz, 
2007). Through the concept of interveillance, which ar-
ticulates the fundamental role of long-term social 
transformations like individualization in conditioning 
media change, the aim is to stress the continuously 
contested and socially moulded nature of mediatiza-
tion (Jansson, forthcoming). In addition, the dialectical 
understanding of mediatization paves the way for re-
thinking mediatization as a research programme for 
immanent critique. Mediatization is at its strongest 
when it captures the inherent and continuously evolv-
ing social contradictions and ambivalences that mark 
out media saturated societies, notably in terms of lib-
erating versus constraining forces. Accordingly, the dia-
lectical perspective needs to move beyond and build 
bridges between the predominant social-constructivist 
and institutionalist frameworks (see Couldry & Hepp, 
2013). In the more confined analysis of interveillance 
the combination of recognition theory (Honneth, 2012) 
and theorizations of emerging “social media logics” 
(van Dijck & Poell, 2013) constitutes one such bridge. 

2. Interveillance and the Social Relocation of Media 

One thing that distinguishes our contemporary media 
landscape from what it looked like just one or two dec-
ades ago is the social location of media. In addition to 
their traditional position between people and various 
organizational entities (including media institutions) that 
characterized the mass media landscape (see Hjarvard, 
2013, pp. 23-27), media technologies are now to a 
greater extent located between people. This is not to say 
that interpersonal media are all new; telephony and the 
postal system have been crucial to the history of moder-
nity. Nor is it to say that today’s networked media, ena-
bling various forms of many-to-many communication, 
have replaced mass media; rather these forms co-exist 
and interact in various ways, giving rise to increasingly 
complex media landscapes. If we are to understand the 
consequences of mediatization at the level of social life, 
that is, how various lifestyle sectors (Giddens, 1991) are 
successively made dependent on and adapted to certain 
technologies and institutions of mediation (Jansson, 
2013), we must account for this multi-layeredness while 
at the same time disentangling what is succinctly new 
about the current situation. 
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A relevant framework for identifying the novelty of 
our networked media landscape is suggested by van 
Dijck and Poell (2013), who introduce four elements of 
what they call “social media logic”: programmability, 
popularity, connectivity and datafication. Whereas the 
whole idea of any coherent “media logic(s)” should be 
treated with great caution, it is fair to argue that there 
exist processes at the industrial level of media circula-
tion that are built into the very techno-economic archi-
tecture. As Hepp (2013, p. 46) points out in a critique 
of media logic(s), “in the functionalities of media logic 
we no longer see the acting subjects, the meaningful-
ness of their action, as well as all the other problems of 
power in communication”. This is important. In adopt-
ing van Dijck and Poell’s (2013) notion of social media 
logics it should not be inferred that mediatization fol-
lows any clear-cut social logic(s), but that there are cer-
tain industrial mechanisms that follow calculated or-
ders, notably algorithms, for profit maximisation. These 
mechanisms respond to and reinforce the social behav-
iour of media users, and can be located in a particular 
area of the digital media landscape, which may be 
called dominant social media. Such media may take the 
form of websites or mobile applications and involve so-
cial networking sites (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn), video 
sharing sites (e.g., YouTube), blogs and microblogs 
(e.g., Twitter, Weibo), as well as social media exten-
sions of various lifestyle applications (e.g., RunKeeper, 
Nike+). What they have in common is that they turn 
“platformed sociality” (van Dijck, 2013, p. 4) into eco-
nomic value through the development and implemen-
tation of industrial logics (see also Gillespie, 2010; 
Striphas, 2015).  

This is not the place for going deeper into each of 
the four elements suggested by van Dijck and Poell 
(2013). Instead, two general points will be advanced, 
related foremost to popularity and connectivity that 
are particularly important for describing how industrial 
logics play into the on-going social relocation of media, 
which will also lead us further to the question of inter-
veillance. Firstly, van Dijck and Poell (2013, pp. 6-7) 
stress that the implementation of various measure-
ments of popularity, such as the Like-mechanism, con-
stitutes the extension of economic drivers that were al-
ready at place in commercial mass media settings in 
the shape of, for instance, top lists and ratings. The dif-
ference today is that individual media users may also 
take part in this competition for popularity, where the 
automated generation of friend stats on Facebook and 
follower counts on Twitter becomes, for instance, a 
means of expressing social integration and success. At 
the same time, media users are turned into (unpaid) 
“prosumers” of media content and the social media in-
dustry is given raw material for generating economic 
turnover through advertising sales (see also Fuchs, 
2014, Ch. 5).  

Secondly, van Dijck and Poell (2013, pp. 8-9) intro-

duce a crucial distinction between connectivity and 
connectedness. Whereas connectedness is all about the 
meaningful social connections between individuals and 
groups—which social media promote and which vari-
ous media have enhanced and extended in different 
ways since their very origin—connectivity refers to 
“the socio-technological affordance of networked plat-
forms to connect content to user activities and adver-
tisers” (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 8). This means that 
the social practices that these platforms mediate are 
actually not as free and open-ended as one might 
think, but partly governed and exploited via the algo-
rithms of the techno-economic architecture (see also 
Striphas, 2015). In everyday life the distinction be-
tween connectivity and connectedness becomes diffi-
cult to identify since, for instance, many close relations 
may also be exploited and reproduced via automated 
connective processes, and vice versa. The important 
point is precisely this accentuated fuzziness between 
connectedness and connectivity—the fact that social 
relations are to a certain extent premediated and simu-
lated through automated patterns of connectivity. 
These concepts will be further explored below.  

Accordingly, the elements of popularity and con-
nectivity reinforce one another; connectivity operates 
as a support for reaching the goal of popularity. In 
more straightforward terms, this development can be 
described as an escalating commoditization of social 
life, which today expands beyond the confines of par-
ticular groups and particular forms of communication 
(see, e.g., Fuchs, 2014, Ch. 5). In transmedia environ-
ments, where information flows smoothly between dif-
ferent platforms and devices, almost any kind of eve-
ryday practice can be measured, recorded and 
circulated/shared, and thus commoditized, as infor-
mation either through embedded social functionalities 
of applications such as RunKeeper, or through external 
sharing via, for example, Facebook or Instagram. The 
industrial logics of social media stimulate their us-
ers/prosumers to think of their peers, whether close 
friends or more distant acquaintances, as audiences of 
their own lifestyle performances (see Marwick, 2013; 
Marwick & boyd, 2011; Turkle, 2011). In this way, dom-
inant social media are part of gradually normalizing 
new forms of reflexivity and new ways of relating to 
the social world. As we will see, however, the identifi-
cation of “social media logics” at the industrial level 
should not lead us to adopt a media-centric view of so-
cial transformations.   

Surveillance is part and parcel of these alterations. 
Whilst mass media institutions have long conducted or 
consulted various kinds of audience research in order 
to increase the popularity of media products and sell 
audience segments to advertisers, digital media plat-
forms enable datafication and automated, or interac-
tive, surveillance (see Andrejevic, 2007). Datafication 
implies that media industries as well as other commer-
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cial actors are able to retrieve advanced profiles of the 
market and automatically target their advertising, even 
on a real-time basis, through instantaneous analysis of 
user generated data streams (Striphas, 2015; Trottier, 
2011; Trottier & Lyon, 2012). Digital transmedia tech-
nologies thus revolutionize the classical model of top-
down surveillance, defined as the systematic collation 
and analysis of information in order to exercise power 
over a certain population or territory (see, e.g., Gid-
dens, 1987, pp. 14-15; Lyon, 2007, p. 14). Furthermore, 
several researchers have pointed out that surveillance 
expands beyond administrative settings (economy and 
state) and in various ways has come to saturate social 
life in the form of peer-to-peer monitoring (e.g., An-
drejevic, 2005). This tendency should be seen in light of 
the aforementioned relocation process, through which 
individuals and groups start relating to themselves 
more and more as manageable symbolic entities, even 
brands (see Marwick, 2013).  

These diagnoses of technologically- and industrially-
driven social change should certainly inform a critical 
view of mediatization. However, they suffer from a re-
curring dilemma when it comes to conceptual stringen-
cy. When applying the term surveillance to the analysis 
and understanding of more horizontal processes of in-
formation gathering and disclosure one runs the risk of 
misnaming and simplifying aspects of social life that are 
dense with social and cultural ambivalences. For in-
stance, the concept of lateral surveillance, introduced 
by Andrejevic (2005), refers to “peer-to-peer monitor-
ing, understood as the use of surveillance tools by indi-
viduals, rather than by agents of institutions, public or 
private, to keep track of one another” (Andrejevic, 
2005, p. 488). The basic argument is that the expanding 
availability of new online technologies has also fos-
tered a socio-cultural climate where people get accus-
tomed to checking up on others in order to avoid risk, 
for example in relation to new romantic interests. 
Whereas Andrejevic points to a significant new area of 
communicational practice, it is difficult to distinguish to 
what extent and in which particular cases this type of 
peer-to-peer monitoring falls under the original defini-
tion of surveillance. The kinds of “check-ups” that An-
drejevic discusses are often far from systematic and 
may be more acquainted with everyday social phe-
nomena driven by affection and curiosity, even a desire 
for knowledge. They also, literally, contradict the hier-
archical relations that originally used to define surveil-
lance. Albrechtslund (2008), who proposes the concept 
of participatory surveillance for analyzing similar moni-
toring practices, even sees this as a potential source of 
social empowerment among “ordinary” or disadvan-
taged groups of people—a conclusion that contradicts 
Andrejevic’s more critical view.  

Similarly, Marwick’s (2012) notion of social surveil-
lance, which refers to the social media practices of 
“closely examining content created by others and look-

ing at one’s own content through other people’s eyes” 
(Marwick, 2012, p. 378), problematizes the power dy-
namics associated with surveillance. Her point is that 
even though social surveillance is marked by reciproci-
ty—that is, when people give away information they 
expect to get something back—it can still be framed by 
the notion of surveillance, because it leads to self-
management among social media users through the 
“internalization of the surveilled gaze” (Marwick, 2012, 
p. 381). Even sharing Marwick’s understanding of how 
social surveillance is entangled with everyday power 
relations, informed by Foucault’s (1977) notion of ca-
pillaries of power, two main problems may be detect-
ed. Firstly, much empirical research shows that the 
kinds of practices that Marwick highlights are not often 
systematically undertaken, but rather occur within the 
realm of more or less floating everyday routines (see, 
e.g., Christensen, 2014; Humphreys, 2011; Jansson, 
2014a). When self-monitoring practices escalate into 
well thought out strategies for improving one’s reputa-
tion or performance, such as among amateur bloggers 
and in certain media related professions or among ad-
herents of the Quantified Self movement, one might 
probably speak of systematic procedures, and thus 
surveillance in the stricter sense. But these groups con-
stitute quite exceptional cases and thus contradict 
Marwick’s depiction of social surveillance as a wide-
spread phenomenon related to social media in general.  

Secondly, when speaking of the internalization of 
the surveilled gaze, what Marwick outlines is largely a 
technologically driven cultivation process, akin to An-
drejevic’s thoughts on how the spread of new surveil-
lance tools instils new forms of behaviour among ordi-
nary people. Also if we would agree on the idea that 
monitoring practices enabled by dominant social media 
are to be seen as a particular kind of surveillance we 
should be cautious about placing all social media use 
under the same rubric. Whereas the industrial logics of 
social media, and the elements of connectivity and 
popularity in particular, may sustain a drive towards 
more open-ended forms bonding, as identified already 
in Wittel’s (2001) analyses of network sociality, studies 
also show that social media (just like other technolo-
gies) are appropriated in culturally specific ways (e.g., 
Christensen, 2014; Jansson, 2014a). 

We thus need a concept that allows for complex 
analyses of the social processes related to mediated 
monitoring and control—without emptying out the 
original meaning and critical potential of the term sur-
veillance. What may be termed interveillance resem-
bles closely the phenomena outlined by Andrejevic, Al-
brechtslund and Marwick.1 Interveillance includes the 

1 Another concept that has been juxtaposed with surveillance 
is sousveillance, coined by artist Steve Mann. However, 
sousveillance should be seen as a deliberate reaction to surveil-
lance processes, involving highly reflexive and technologically 
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kinds of everyday check-ups that Andrejevic discusses, 
as well as Albrechtslund’s more expressively oriented 
practices and the anticipation of other people’s medi-
ated gazes. Interveillance also includes the normaliza-
tion of horizontal networking practices that Marwick 
refers to. Interveillance means that social agents to a 
growing extent come to understand and define the re-
lations between themselves and others via automati-
cally generated recommendations of contacts and 
commodities (connectivity) and quantified simulations 
of social status (popularity). Interveillance practices are 
thus inseparable from societal surveillance processes, 
foremost algorithmically based commercial surveil-
lance (datafication), but they are not systematic and 
hierarchical per se. Rather, they are driven by the fun-
damental social needs through which identities are 
(re)created and manifested, and thus take on a rela-
tively non-reflexive and volatile character (see Table 1).  

Table 1. Analytical distinctions between surveillance 
and interveillance. 

 Surveillance Interveillance 

Driving force Control of 
people and 
spaces 

Identity 
development 

Mode of 
practice 

Systematic 
procedures 

Everyday 
routines 

Power relation Hierarchical, 
formal 

Multi-layered, 
informal 

Direction of 
flows 

Mainly one-
way, vertical 

Mainly two-
way, horizontal 

Furthermore, to the extent that interveillance practices 
become part of everyday life, they do not look the 
same and do not involve the same media in all social 
groups and in all walks of life. This means that if we 
want to grasp the culture of interveillance as a broader 
and socially complex transformation we have to com-
bine media-centric models of altered “media logics”, 
understood as industrial modes of accumulation as dis-
cussed above, with historically contextualized under-
standings of socio-cultural structures and their trans-
formation. In the following section attention will turn 
to Honneth’s (2012) theory of recognition in order to 
outline a critical perspective through which the social 
nature and historical development of interveillance can 
be further explicated and problematized. Through this 
elaboration a more general account will be developed 
of mediatization as a dialectical process that integrates 
interveillance as a key feature and increasingly promi-

advanced political actions and artistic interventions that aim to 
strengthen the power and communion of “ordinary citizens”. 
While partly related, the concept covers a different set of prac-
tices and different social dynamics than the horizontal forms of 
everyday monitoring discussed here.  

nent social force behind the current escalation of eve-
ryday media dependence. 

3. Interveillance and Simulated Recognition  

First of all we must specify what recognition means and 
why it has become a critical issue in modern society. 
Honneth (2012), who takes his key from psychoanalyti-
cal theory, sees recognition as a basic requirement for 
the individual to establish a sense of security in his or 
her capability of thinking, reflecting and acting inde-
pendently of other individuals. Such a sense of auton-
omy cannot emerge without the positive attention 
from significant others, who contribute to both social 
integration and a sense of individual worth on behalf of 
the individual. The individual’s desire to belong to 
groups is thus not merely a reflection of integrative 
forces, but should be understood as a quest for auton-
omy through recognition. One of the predicaments of 
Honneth’s theory of recognition is that “groups should 
be understood, whatever their size or type, as a social 
mechanism that serves the interests or needs of the 
individual by helping him or her to achieve personal 
stability and growth” (Honneth, 2012, p. 203). Howev-
er, the membership of groups gives no guarantee for 
recognition in the true sense of the word, since groups 
may also involve repressive tendencies that rather lead 
to conformism and the dissolution of autonomy.  

In Honneth’s positive definition of the term, recog-
nition “should be understood as a genus comprising 
various forms of practical attitudes whose primary in-
tention consists in a particular act of affirming another 
person or group” (Honneth, 2012, pp. 80-81). The con-
cept thus contains three basic premises: recognition 
should be (1) positively affirmative, (2) actualized 
through concrete action (rather than just symbolical in 
nature), and (3) explicitly intended (rather than emerg-
ing as a social side effect or means for reaching other 
goals). It is also stated that the basic attitude of recog-
nition can take the form of different “sub-species”, no-
tably love, legal respect and esteem. Against such pure 
stances of recognition Honneth poses ideological forms 
of recognition that rather exploit the individual’s psy-
chosocial needs in order to install attitudes that repro-
duce certain structures of domination. One example is 
the way in which societies of different epochs have en-
dorsed certain attributes among certain groups (based 
on gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and so on) as part of 
the reproduction of hegemonic orders for the division 
of labour: “We could easily cite past examples that 
demonstrate just how often public displays of recogni-
tion merely serve to create and maintain an individual 
relation-to-self that is seamlessly integrated into a sys-
tem based on the prevailing division of labour” (Hon-
neth, 2012, p. 77). Such ideological forms of recogni-
tion are false, Honneth argues, because they fail to 
promote personal autonomy. 
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Recognition theory has so far gained very little at-
tention within media studies, and vice versa.2 In my 
view, Honneth’s thinking around recognition lays the 
ground for a broader social critique of how the expan-
sion of interveillance resonates with structural trans-
formations. His analyses point especially to the nega-
tive consequences of an extended individualization 
process, including forces that under the auspices of 
supporting autonomy and recognition actually operate 
in the opposite direction. Whereas individualization in 
its positive fulfilment sets individuals free from oppres-
sive structures and normalizes the pluralization of 
choice it also leads to a state of increased psychological 
anxiety and vulnerability among individuals, which in 
turn can be seen as “one, if not the, central motive be-
hind group formation today” (Honneth, 2012, p. 207). 
Since modern society, as opposed to more traditional 
formations, does not provide one unified standard (such 
as religiously grounded ethics) in relation to which the 
individual may estimate the value of his or her achieve-
ments, it becomes increasingly important for the indi-
vidual to achieve recognition within the peer group. Fur-
thermore, media institutions, labour markets and a 
multitude of commercial and political actors promote 
individuals to actively work on their identities and learn 
how to present their personalities in ways that are as 
beneficial as possible for reaching certain goals in soci-
ety or in their careers. Honneth (2004, 2012, Ch. 9) 
calls this organized self-realization, which implies that 
self-realization becomes ideologically normalized as a 
biographical goal. Genuinely dialogical processes of 
recognition are undermined and replaced by standard-
ized patterns of identity-seeking and simulated forms 
of recognition that serve the goal of legitimizing and 
further integrating individuals into the capitalist sys-
tem. Authenticity and autonomy transmute into their 
opposites, simulation and conformism, and individuals 
may ultimately find their lives devoid of meaning. 

We can now discern the connection to interveil-
lance. What Honneth outlines is a dialectical transfor-
mation whereby the individual quest for recognition 
and autonomy rather leads to the legitimation of and 
dependence on various technological and economic 

2 On the whole, recognition theory attains a strong political and 
social philosophical bias. In a recent volume entitled Recogni-
tion Theory as Social Research (O’Neill & Smith, 2012), in spite 
of the broad scope of the book, none of the eleven chapters 
addresses the pervasive role of media for shaping contempo-
rary relations of recognition. In media and communication 
studies the work by Nancy Fraser (e.g., 2000, 2001) has gained 
substantial attention among scholars studying for instance the 
politics of identity and migration. The most significant work 
that has brought together questions of recognition and media-
tion is Boltanski’s (1996/1999) book Distant Suffering. This 
work deals chiefly with spectatorship, however, and is linked to 
questions of pity and self-justification in the age of mass medi-
ated humanitarian spectacles.  

systems (see also, e.g., Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; 
Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999/2007; Giddens, 1991). Hon-
neth does not pay much attention to media technologies 
and institutions, however. To the extent they are men-
tioned, they are taken as a compound institution, “elec-
tronic media” (Honneth, 2012, p. 162), that operates as 
a machinery for normalizing desirable formats of self-
realization through for example advertising and popular 
fiction, which play the role of legitimizing certain ideo-
logical forms of recognition. This diagnosis resonates in 
interesting ways with Riesman’s (1950/2001) account 
of how other-directedness spread as the dominant 
mode of social conformity in post-war America, involv-
ing reflexive forms of lifestyle management among the 
urban middle classes. The desire to achieve mutual 
recognition among peers was channelled through 
standardized consumption practices whose symbolic 
meanings were socially implanted via mass media.  

The mass media system thus operates both as a 
map and a guidebook of the social terrain; a system 
that establishes and negotiates the codes through 
which patterns of interpersonal recognition (and mis-
recognition) evolve. This means that mass media not 
only mediate but also, and perhaps more significantly, 
premediate social expectations and experiences of in-
dividual actors (Grusin, 2010), turning the process of 
(mass) mediation per se into a force of symbolic legiti-
mation. What (and who) is mediated is what counts as 
important. As Couldry (2003) suggests, the symbolic 
power of media (taken in the broad, institutional 
sense) rests on a dominant mythology that constructs 
the media as an institution that circulates symbolic ma-
terial possessing exceptional social, cultural, economic 
and/or political significance. This mythology functions 
as a stabilizing factor in relation to the social anxieties 
articulated through organized self-realization, and le-
gitimizes people’s ritualized dependence on mass me-
dia as a structure of premediated recognition.  

Today we must rethink these relations. The wide-
spread usage of social media, mobile devices and nu-
merous transmedia applications has in recent years 
come to play into the social functions of mass media, 
both challenging and extending them. A growing share 
of media users, especially younger groups, orient their 
media habits towards interactive platforms, such as Fa-
cebook and YouTube, that circulate user-generated 
flows as well as content emanating from mass media 
industries.3 As Gillespie (2010, p. 347) argues, these 
platforms have become the “curators of public dis-
course”. They both enable and demand continuous 
monitoring and updating, and thus feed off precisely 

3 In Sweden, for instance, one of the leading countries in this 
development, more than 50 per cent of young Internet users 
(ages 12−18 years) use YouTube every day and more than 50 
per cent of Internet users between 20 and 45 years old use 
YouTube every week (Findahl, 2014).  
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those psychosocial needs and desires that characterize 
other-directed life environments, while at the same 
time extending the pre-established mythology of insti-
tutionalized mediation as a marker of socio-cultural 
status. Accordingly, dominant social media build their 
success upon the promises of providing solutions to 
recognition deficit, but contribute at the same time to 
the reinforcement of interveillance culture through the 
circulation of simulated forms of recognition, which 
now exist alongside various premediated forms.  

This is not to say that all forms of interaction that 
occur via dominant social media resonate with the in-
dustrially invoked logics of popularity scores and simu-
lations of connectedness, or that all forms of recogni-
tion on these platforms are of an ideological nature. It 
is not to say that connective practices, such as liking, 
commenting and (geo)tagging, are always to be seen as 
mere expressions of interveillance and cannot be part 
of deeper relations of recognition, such as love, friend-
ship or identity politics, or make up community main-
taining flows of phatic communication (see, e.g., Ling, 
2008; Miller, 2008). However, the architecture of dom-
inant social media and the interfaces through which in-
terveillance unfolds sustain open-ended processes of 
simulation where the distinction between connectivity 
and connectedness is collapsed (van Dijck, 2013). For 
instance, whereas algorithmic systems keep track of 
how many connections (friends, followers, etc.) differ-
ent users have and how many confirmative acts certain 
posts generate, these functionalities contradict the dia-
logical aspects that mark pure forms of recognition and 
make it possible for each actor to hermeneutically as-
sess and build trust in the intentionality and practical 
relevance of other communicators’ symbolic acts (cf. 
Striphas, 2015). On the contrary, social media relations 
are typically marked by uncertainty as to what inten-
tions and what level of involvement may hide behind 
the digital interface, that is, what is “actually” going on.  

This mediated social uncertainty, which can be 
identified in areas as diverse as political action (e.g., re-
lated to microblogging) and intimate relations (e.g., da-
ting sites), is exactly what characterizes and reinforces 
the culture of interveillance. In interveillance there is 
never any affirmative dialogue. In interveillance, recog-
nition is continuously at stake, but never achieved.  

In this section, an explanation has been provided of 
how the expanding industrial logics of social media in-
teract with long-term social transformations of individ-
ualized societies. The overarching point is that domi-
nant social media contribute to the normalization of 
simulated forms of recognition, which establishes in-
terveillance as a ritualized part of everyday life and 
makes certain media devices and applications ritually 
indispensable to social life. At the same time, however, 
we should embrace the fact that the overall conse-
quences of interveillance are ambiguous and take on 
different (often contradictory) appearances in different 

contexts. We should also take into account that inter-
veillance is intertwined with and inseparable from 
deeper forms of mutual recognition and emancipatory 
forms of communication that take place between peers 
through a variety of media (e.g., Caughlin & Sharabi, 
2013; Jiang & Hancock, 2013; Linke, 2011).  

When raising critical questions concerning the so-
cial and existential costs of our connected lives we 
should thus move beyond simplified views of social 
fragmentation and media power. Rather, the type of 
social and cultural critique that should be considered is 
of an immanent nature (see, e.g., Fornäs, 2013). The 
purpose of immanent critique is precisely to grasp the 
contradictions and ambiguities that characterize social 
transformations on both individual and structural lev-
els, and explore how these levels are interrelated. In 
the following section I will discuss the ways in which 
the culture of interveillance may signify a new stage 
within the broader dialectical meta-process of mediati-
zation.  

4. Interveillance and the Dialectics of Mediatization 

Two main points have so far been advanced. Firstly, it 
has been described how interveillance is related to the 
social relocation of media, including the growing prom-
inence of dominant social media, and argued that we 
need to maintain analytical distinctions between inter-
veillance and surveillance (Table 1). Secondly, it has 
been argued that the emerging culture of interveil-
lance, and its variations, can only be sufficiently under-
stood if we account for how the industrial logics of so-
cial media resonate with social forces already at play in 
individualized societies, above all the increasingly 
open-ended quest for recognition. This is where we 
find the fundamental energy that drives and entertains 
the commercial machineries of dominant social media, 
which in turn occupy an increasingly significant role in 
normalizing partly new ways of defining social relations 
and senses of self (notably in terms of connectivity and 
popularity). The culture of interveillance thus arises 
through the mutual operation of social and techno-
economic forces. It denotes a cultural condition where 
identity creation is saturated with monitoring practices 
based on simulations of connectedness and recogni-
tion, thus reproducing the ambiguities of recognition 
they were intended to stabilize. 

What follows from this is my third and concluding 
point; the culture of interveillance both integrates and 
reinforces the dialectics of mediatization. The term 
mediatization refers to something more than just the 
general development and appropriation of more media 
within more areas of social life. While such quantitative 
elements are indeed part and parcel of the mediatiza-
tion meta-process, as Hepp (2013) points out, we can 
only estimate the real force of mediatization once we 
are able to detect substantial social and cultural trans-
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formations tied to the establishment of new media 
technologies as cultural forms (Williams, 1974; see also 
Hjarvard & Nybro Petersen, 2013). When this happens, 
as it did with radio and television during the broadcast-
ing era, media are experienced as more or less indis-
pensable and social life becomes difficult to manage, 
and indeed to imagine, without them. During a long 
period of the 20th century, and still today, modern life 
was spatially and temporally ordered in relation to the 
material and cultural properties of these media (see, 
e.g., Scannell, 1996; Spigel, 1992). While broadcasting, 
taken as one institution, enabled new forms of social 
extension and functioned as a (pre)mediator of recog-
nition, as discussed above, it also established (more or 
less context specific) dependencies vis-à-vis certain 
flows of information and certain technologies.   

In a similar manner, the culture of interveillance 
encompasses the normalization of a new set of every-
day media routines and the taken-for-grantedness of 
certain media ensembles—such as, smartphones, tab-
lets, Wi-Fi networks and social media accounts. Inter-
veillance practices, as we have seen, are thoroughly in-
terwoven with other kinds of everyday practices and 
are rarely systematic or strategic in nature. They come 
to surface as “something one just does”, while on the 
move or while waiting, during free time or while pursu-
ing other routines. They are also interwoven with other 
online activities (news gathering, shopping, gaming, 
and so forth), which together contribute to the social 
construction of media as indispensable things (Jansson, 
2014b). There are several empirical studies showing 
that a life without mobile media devices and various 
social media applications would be more or less un-
thinkable to many social groups today and that people 
even develop counter-routines in order to cope with 
their experiences of being increasingly “addicted” to 
keeping an eye on various information flows and up-
dates, responses to things they have posted online and 
the fluctuations of social media scores (e.g., Bengtsson, 
2015; Hall & Baym, 2012; Paasonen, 2014).  

Dependencies may also be of a more formal, trans-
actional nature. As we have already seen, the basically 
horizontal processes of interveillance are structurally 
integrated with vertical processes of automated com-
mercial surveillance. This means that each user of an 
online service has to subscribe to terms and conditions 
that allow the service provider to aggregate, store and 
analyze data flows in order to build consumer seg-
ments for targeted online advertising, that is, to main-
tain the industrial logics. The kinds of recognition that 
may stem from such personalized services and publicity 
offers are ideological in the sense that they contribute 
to the legitimation of the dominant system itself rather 
than to individual autonomy (following Honneth, 
2012). Whereas this means that many social media 
sites (such as Facebook and YouTube) to some extent 
occupy the same symbolically orienting function as the 

mass media, being part of the premediation of social 
relations and identities, they are at the same time 
transforming these conditions through turning individ-
ual media users, or prosumers, into agents of their own 
surveillance. They are explicitly complying with sub-
stantial privacy restraints, whose character and impli-
cations they often find obscure and/or difficult to pen-
etrate (Andrejevic, 2007, 2014). Previous research 
shows that most media users feel less anxious in rela-
tion to this type of systematic surveillance than in rela-
tion to interveillance practices (see Marwick, 2012; 
Taddicken, 2012; Jansson, 2012) but also tend to over-
look the actual terms of use that they sign (Best, 2010; 
Andrejevic, 2014). What may seem like a space of 
recognition is thus literally turned into a space of 
transactional dependence and “infinite debt” (An-
drejevic, 2014), which in turn reproduces the function-
al dependence vis-à-vis various technological systems 
and infrastructures.  

Mediatization is thus a complex transformative 
force that integrates both a liberating potential, the 
prospects of greater autonomy and new avenues to-
wards social recognition enabled by media, and new 
forms of dependence that in different ways restrict the 
prospects of liberation. The dialectical relations be-
tween these two sides vary over time and depend on 
socio-cultural as well as media-specific factors that 
have to be identified empirically. The point that has 
been outlined in this essay, via the concept of interveil-
lance, is just one yet increasingly prominent expression 
of the dialectics of mediatization. We may even say 
that this represents a new face, or a new stage, of me-
diatization. In this analysis the fact that mediatization 
processes are characterized by a complex, and contex-
tually dependent, interplay between industrial logics 
and more enduring social transformations has been 
highlighted. If we want to formulate an immanent cri-
tique of why a growing share of the world’s population 
allows their lives and identities to get entangled with 
increasingly complex technological and commercial 
structures of surveillance we should take this interplay 
into consideration—and thus also transcend the divide 
between institutional and social-constructivist perspec-
tives on mediatization.  
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1. Introduction 

When a video surveillance image of the Washington, 
D.C. subway platform helped identify an intern’s mur-
derer in the State of Play, when footage of a man with 
a prosthetic leg entering airport Customs helped identi-
fy an elusive assassin in The International, and when 
images of a lime drink ordered from a Las Vegas black-
jack table revealed an illegal card counting plot in 21, 
Hollywood expressed that video surveillance1 is a wide-
spread, useful investigative tool that can yield positive 
benefits. At the same time video surveillance continues 
to spread largely unheeded (Doyle et al., 2012). Al-

                                                           
1 We use “video surveillance” rather than “CCTV”, since this 
technology is no longer exclusively closed circuit or has much 
to do with television (Doyle et al. 2012, p. 5).  

ready commonplace in malls, banks, convenience 
stores, casinos and airports by the 1980s, it has since 
appeared in taxi-cabs, transit stations, trains, buses, 
fast food restaurants, supermarkets, campuses, 
schools, private residences, and even within police of-
ficers’ vehicles and uniforms (Carroll, 2013; Dinkes et 
al., 2009; Doyle & Walby, 2012; Monahan, 2006; SCAN, 
2009; Walby, 2006). Video surveillance is now encoun-
tered virtually everywhere, anytime, its images almost 
instantaneously reproduced and widely disseminated 
by almost anyone with internet access, a device, and 
data file-sharing capabilities. This astonishingly rapid 
proliferation of video surveillance and its generated 
images, as with many newer forms of surveillance, is 
troubling because it can seriously threaten personal 
privacy and can reproduce social inequalities when dis-
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advantaged groups defined by race/ethnicity, gender, 
class, or sexual orientation are disproportionately tar-
geted (Doyle et al., 2012; Lippert, 2009; Monahan, 
2010, p. 90; SCAN, 2009). This lack of public opposition 
to video surveillance’s proliferation, with or without fair 
notification (Lippert, 2009) or built-in privacy-by-design 
protections (Lippert & Walby, 2015), implies many ig-
nore, forget, or are unaware that these systems pose se-
rious threats. But what is perhaps most puzzling is the 
wide embrace of video surveillance systems, despite 
ambiguous evidence of effectiveness in halting or re-
ducing the illegal or other undesired behavior it aims to 
curtail (see Doyle et al., 2012; SCAN, 2009). Independ-
ent and government studies, for example, often sug-
gest video surveillance is quite limited as a violent 
crime prevention measure (Verga, 2010, p. 10).  

How video surveillance and its images are widely 
understood to be used and experienced may be a more 
important driver than their actual effectiveness in re-
ducing crime or other unwanted conduct. Plainly one 
process affecting these understandings is when video 
surveillance images that are produced in myriad actual 
settings (such as banks or convenience stores) find 
their way into television news programs and onto news 
media websites for purposes of entertainment (or 
“fun”, see Bauman et al., 2014). Another entertain-
ment-related use that may lead to wider acceptance, 
however, entails featuring video surveillance and its 
images in fictional Hollywood film. The film scenes de-
picting video surveillance images, such as those above, 
may normalize the spread and intensification of video 
surveillance. This article explores video surveillance 
images in Hollywood film to discern key normalizing 
discourses and lend understanding to how Hollywood 
film may be becoming attached to a video surveillance 
assemblage.  

2. Surveillance Assemblage, Normalization, and 
Expression 

Video surveillance’s growth is part and parcel of the 
broader proliferation of myriad surveillance technolo-
gies in “surveillance societies” (Murakami-Wood & 
Webster, 2009, 2011) where “the gaze is ubiquitous, 
constant, inescapable” (Lyon, 2007, p. 25). By surveil-
lance we mean “the systematic monitoring of people 
or groups in order to regulate or govern their behavior” 
(Monahan, 2011, p. 498). The growing “surveillance 
studies” literature seeks to understand how new forms 
of surveillance scrutinize populations (Lyon, 2002, p. 2). 
But this literature has thus far tended to neglect nor-
malization (Murakami-Wood & Webster, 2009, 2011), 
the process by which these forms of surveillance be-
come widely accepted in society.  

An emergent model of surveillance in surveillance 
studies is the assemblage (Haggerty & Ericson, 2000; 
Lippert, 2009; Lippert & Wilkinson, 2010; Wilkinson & 

Lippert, 2011; Murakami-Wood, 2013), a surveillance 
entity that involves merging previously distinct ele-
ments. Adapted from the philosophy of Deleuze and 
Guattari (1987), here surveillance is “rhizomatic”, its 
growth occurs “across a series of interconnected roots 
which throw up shoots in different locations” rather 
than hierarchically (Haggerty & Ericson, 2000, p. 614). 
An assemblage works “by abstracting human bodies” 
from particular sites and sorting them into separate 
channels; they are then reassembled elsewhere as “data 
doubles” or entities of pure information that are ame-
nable to closer scrutiny and analysis (Haggerty & Ericson, 
2000, p. 606). This examination and calculation occurs at 
myriad sites to inform strategies of control (Haggerty & 
Ericson, 2000, p. 613). Surveillant assemblages do not, 
however, reflect centralized systematic control as 
evinced in George Orwell’s “Big Brother” centralized 
state or Michel Foucault’s panoptic central tower 
(Haggerty & Ericson, 2000). Foucault’s panopticon in 
particular has been stretched beyond recognition to fit 
new forms and contexts of surveillance (Haggerty, 
2006; see also Zimmer, 2011). For example, its notions 
of soul-training through discipline in enclosed spaces 
(see Foucault, 1977) are hopelessly out of sync with 
how much contemporary surveillance operates across 
and in spite of spatial barriers (Haggerty, 2006).  

But there is more to surveillant assemblages than 
how they operate. Thus, assemblages tend to be pro-
pelled and shaped by specific governmental logics (Lip-
pert, 2009). Of pertinence here is the “precautionary 
logic” that is associated with neo-liberalism and which 
presupposes definite “limits of science and technology” 
in yielding certainty about the future (Ericson, 2007, p. 
22). As it enters liberal democratic institutions this logic 
undercuts trust, raises suspicion and doubt, and fuels 
criminalization (Ericson, 2007, pp. 21-24). It also over-
rides longstanding criminal law principles, such as the 
presumption of innocence (Ericson, 2007, pp. 23-24), 
thus halting the traditional practice of equating uncer-
tainty with innocence (e.g., convicting persons of crim-
inal offences only when guilt is “beyond a reasonable 
doubt”). As this logic spreads, surveillant assemblages 
emerge as a major form of “counter law” or “law 
against law” (Ericson, 2007, p. 33) to confront the often 
worst conceivable future outcome, regardless of uncer-
tainty over whether it will ever occur. Perhaps even 
more relevant to this paper is the mass media logic 
that demands access to “the real” and which is perhaps 
best evinced in the remarkable growth of reality televi-
sion during at least the past two decades (Lippert & 
Wilkinson, 2010, p. 136). Increasingly viewers are 
thought to demand, even crave, this access, however 
illusory it may be (see, for example, Doyle’s (2003) in-
sightful analysis of the supposed realism of the long 
running FOX television program, “Cops”). 

Surveillant assemblages do not emerge separate 
from how their elements are expressed and represent-
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ed. Consistent with this, Kammerer (2012, p. 105) 
writes: “The surveillant imaginary is not external to the 
working of surveillance, but intrinsically linked to its 
functioning”. Where assemblages are concerned, this 
means, as Bogard (2006, p. 107) explains, “[e]very as-
semblage must be described both in terms of its con-
tent…and its expression…That is, one must examine 
not only what the assemblage does, but also what it 
says”. How is Hollywood film becoming attached to a 
video surveillant assemblage? If Hollywood film makes 
statements about video surveillance when using these 
images, what does it say?  

Film is a powerful medium and like television’s ef-
fects on violence (e.g., Jamieson & Romer, 2014), it has 
undergone much study about its relationship to real 
world problematic behaviors and events too numerous 
to detail here. It is important to note, however, that 
film is neither merely a mirror of the real world, repre-
senting surveillance technologies and processes in real-
istic ways, nor does it necessarily directly affect real 
world acceptance thereof. Rather, surveillance in film 
and surveillance in social institutions or the broader 
society influence one another in ways often difficult to 
unravel. To suggest film influences the normalization of 
surveillance demands at a minimum an exploration of 
how it does this, that is, through what specific dis-
courses. To think of Hollywood film as part of a surveil-
lant assemblage is to begin to move beyond film’s rep-
resentational role. We argue that there is a sense in 
which film is not merely representing video surveil-
lance in the ways identified below but is actually at-
taching itself to it. Film may be an element of rather 
than merely a mirror reflecting complex video surveil-
lance assemblages.  

To be normalized, the implanting or implementa-
tion of a technology and related processes must re-
ceive little or no effective resistance. Normalization en-
tails discourses or “groups of statements which 
structure the way a thing is thought and the way we 
act on the basis of that thinking…” (Rose, 2007, p. 142). 
These discourses express and structure how we under-
stand and act upon an increasingly watched world and 
the technologies comprising it. Recent work has begun 
to situate video surveillance in relation to surveillant 
assemblages (Lippert, 2009; Lippert & Wilkinson, 2010; 
Wilkinson & Lippert, 2012). One way of conceiving of 
normalization is as a decidedly overlooked element of 
these assemblages.  

This paper’s purpose is to move beyond previous 
research by approaching the presence of video surveil-
lance images in Hollywood films as elements of a video 
surveillant assemblage. Specifically, it seeks to extend 
thinking about surveillance and film by exploring domi-
nant discourses of video surveillance, illuminating the 
complexity of video surveillance image use in Holly-
wood film, and theoretically situating film use in a sur-
veillant assemblage. In so doing we seek to fill a gap in 

surveillance studies about normalization via film, an ef-
fort we think is overdue.  

The remainder of this article unfolds in five parts. 
We first discuss previous research on surveillance and 
film. After discussing our method, we next elaborate 
results of our exploratory inquiry by showing first that 
video surveillance is appearing in film more often; it is 
increasingly worked into film in various ways. We then 
reflect on this incorporation of video surveillance im-
ages to identify the discourses impressed upon viewers 
in a sample of Hollywood films and how these may 
contribute to normalization. We then take up how Hol-
lywood is attached to a video surveillance assemblage 
and conclude by discussing the implications of these 
findings for existing literature and future research. 

3. Previous Research on Surveillance and Film 

Most of what is known about surveillance comes from 
media discourses (Norris & Armstrong, 1999, p. 63), 
which typically represent video surveillance in positive 
terms (see Andrejevic, 2004; Barnard-Wills, 2011; Norris 
& Armstrong, 1999). Reality television (see Doyle, 2006; 
McCahill, 2003), in particular, has led citizens to become 
accustomed to surveillance in everyday life, even to en-
joy it; it has “train[ed] our eyes and minds for surveil-
lance” (Murakami-Wood & Webster, 2009, p. 264). Tel-
evision’s entertaining or “fun” quality is a key driver of 
surveillance technologies (Albrechtslund & Dubbeld, 
2005).  

The broad theme of surveillance in Hollywood films 
has been explored, along with how its ethical dilem-
mas, including those relating to privacy, are portrayed 
(Albrechtslund, 2008). Turner’s (1998) research, for ex-
ample, analyzed a large but now dated sample of Hol-
lywood films. He argued the overabundance of surveil-
lance themes in media “transforms the will and 
practice of the surveillance society into a spectacle” 
(1998, p. 107), renders viewers passive, and leads to 
acceptance of surveillance technology. Since then Levin 
(2002) noticed Hollywood films were increasingly using 
recorded video surveillance images to accompany nar-
ration, such as in Thelma and Louise. Though his focus 
is beyond video surveillance, Levin (2002, p. 582) was 
unique in suggesting that film narration has “effectively 
become synonymous with surveillant” expression and 
that there is increasingly a structural mutually constitu-
tive tether between surveillance technologies and film. 
Although not invoking the assemblage concept, and 
based on only a few films, Levin’s assertion is nonethe-
less supportive of our analysis that follows. Zimmer 
(2011) similarly considers the rise of surveillance 
themes in film narratives by focusing on early 20th Cen-
tury short films and Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window. 
Suggestive for our analysis below too, Zimmer argues 
not only that surveillance technologies as depicted are 
inconsistent with the panopticon (also implied by Gad 
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& Hansen (2013) as noted below), but that surveillance 
narratives in film “should be viewed not just as ‘reflec-
tions’ of an increasingly-centred media, but themselves 
as practices of surveillance” (Zimmer, 2011, p. 439; 
original emphasis). This remark is consistent with our 
assertion later: there is a more structural or material 
attachment between Hollywood film and video surveil-
lant assemblages, that in this respect at least there is 
sometimes no clear division between them. 

Such accounts above partially speak to normaliza-
tion and offer compelling, insightful analyses on which 
to build, although more detailed attention to more re-
cent Hollywood films is needed. Video surveillance 
specifically has only begun to be studied in film, de-
spite hints of its growing presence there. Most scholars 
researching video surveillance in cinema have sought 
to discover themes by analyzing a few films or a single 
film, for example, Red Road (Lake, 2010) or Faceless 
(Zeilinger, 2012). While these latter efforts have fo-
cused on somewhat obscure films, with limited viewer-
ship, they nonetheless have uncovered key themes of 
video surveillance, which can be investigated further. 
Thus, Lake (2010) effectively underscores in her analy-
sis of Red Road, whose protagonist is a woman video 
surveillance operator, the notion that surveillers in Hol-
lywood film are almost always White men in profes-
sional roles. Lake’s attention to gender in relation to 
video surveillers is particularly significant in highlight-
ing the fact that normalization is as much about who 
can acceptably and properly use video surveillance 
technology and reap its rewards as about those who 
become its targets. Similarly, Zeilinger (2012) highlights 
the near complete lack of critical reflection on video 
surveillance in film via a compelling analysis of the ap-
propriation method evident in Faceless, a film created 
entirely by appropriating existing video surveillance 
footage to effectively challenge the growing video sur-
veillance assemblage. 

Of most pertinence to this paper, because of a clos-
er focus on video surveillance in Hollywood film, how-
ever, are Gad and Hansen (2013) and Kammerer (2004) 
(from the perspective of film studies, see also Stewart 
(2012) regarding two 2012 Hollywood films, Total Re-
call and the Bourne Legacy). Gad and Hensen (2013, p. 
153) argue that a key theme expressed by the film, Mi-
nority Report, is that prevention is achieved when in-
volving a “complex assemblage” of humans and surveil-
lance technologies (rather than suggesting that 
prevention is somehow linked, for example, to a pan-
opticon). Unfortunately they do not extend their argu-
ment further to suggest films like Minority Report are 
discursively or structurally attached to that same as-
semblage. Kammerer (2004) analyzes three films (En-
emy of the State, Minority Report, and Panic Room) 
with surveillance as a primary theme. He found a major 
discourse was the flawlessness of surveillance technol-
ogy. According to Kammerer (2004), these films attest 

to technological infallibility; only human use of surveil-
lance technology is error prone. Kammerer argued, con-
trary to Turner (1998), that Hollywood films like these 
can effectively raise vital issues about video surveillance 
in society, suggesting not all Hollywood film necessarily 
contributes to normalization (see also Kammerer, 2012, 
p. 105). We do not disagree with this assessment of 
film’s critical potential (see also Marks, 2005), especially 
when considered in conjunction with brilliantly-crafted 
critical films like Faceless and Red Road. Yet, we assert a 
larger, broader sample of contemporary Hollywood films 
needs to be examined to discover more about whether 
and how they may contribute to normalization and to 
aid thinking about how they may be becoming attached 
to surveillant assemblages. This article therefore builds 
upon this insightful but somewhat mottled body of pre-
vious research from social science and the humanities by 
exploring a larger and broader sample of scenes from 
contemporary Hollywood films of multiple genres to dis-
cover relevant discourses and thereby lend understand-
ing to popular cinema’s messages to viewers specifically 
about video surveillance; how they may be contributing 
to its normalization through these expressions; as well 
as how they are becoming part of a video surveillance 
assemblage.  

4. Method 

To determine whether video surveillance’s presence in 
film is proliferating we examined the IMDB, a compre-
hensive online film database2, for films from the 1960s 
to the present categorized as featuring “CCTV”3 surveil-
lance. This examination was not intended to be ex-
haustive since other databases and keywords could 
have been used. Rather, it was envisioned as illustra-
tive for this article’s modest purposes. A drawback of 
this procedure was that films were categorized in IMDB 
only if CCTV surveillance was a prominent theme and 
thus this understandably underestimated its presence 
considerably. This was also a rawer measure than a 
rate of video surveillance inclusion (i.e., surveillance 
images per film), and admittedly there were more Hol-
lywood films produced in each decade after the 1960s. 
Nonetheless, this procedure provided an initial empiri-
cal measure of video surveillance’s growing presence in 
Hollywood film beyond mere impressions and it is one 
which might prime the pump for the flow of more re-
fined procedures in this neglected realm. 

To explore the discourses about video surveillance 
in Hollywood film our approach differed from most 
previous analyses of surveillance in film in that we ex-
amined 35 Hollywood films screened in North Ameri-

2 http://www.imdb.com. 
3 We used “CCTV” in this instance because that is what was 
used in the IMBD database more often than “video surveil-
lance”. 
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can theaters from 1998 to 2015 (see Appendix 14). We 
assumed Hollywood films screened in major theaters 
would eventually reach a larger viewership than 
straight-to-DVD films or more obscure films like Face-
less, and were thus more apt to contribute to normali-
zation. This is also a period during which video surveil-
lance in film, based on our measure above, has 
expanded considerably. Rather than a random sample, 
we purposely included action, comedy, drama, horror, 
and thriller genres identified using IMDB. Given limited 
funding available, the cost of securing the films for 
analysis was also a consideration since some films fall-
ing within the parameters above were simply unavaila-
ble or too costly to acquire.  

Our study then employed discourse analysis of the 
scenes (see Rose, 2007). This method promised to illu-
minate how Hollywood film represents video surveil-
lance and how the former might contribute to the lat-
ter’s normalization through dominant messages. Our 
analysis identified dominant discourses via two pro-
cesses: open and focused coding. The open coding be-
gan with analyzing without previously formulated cate-
gories (Babbie & Benaquisto, 2002, p. 382). This was 
followed by focused coding whereby we subjected im-
ages to predetermined themes of interest from open 
coding or extant literature described above. The results 
of these procedures are discussed below. 

4 Though popular, some Hollywood films in the sample un-
doubtedly will be unknown to at least some readers. Unfortu-
nately there is nowhere near enough space for a synopsis of 
each film; the reader is therefore encouraged to view unfamil-
iar films or consult online plot summaries via IMBD.com or rot-
tentomatoes.com, among other sources.  

5. Results 

5.1. Growth of Video Surveillance in Hollywood Film 

Video surveillance is increasingly present in Hollywood 
film. Our examination of the IMDB using the method 
described earlier revealed that, especially since 1999, 
the number of Hollywood and other films featuring 
video surveillance as a key element has increased dra-
matically as shown below (see Figure 1) and is acceler-
ating during a time when video surveillance is fast pro-
liferating in society. There were more films (8) 
featuring video surveillance in 2013 than any previous 
year. In the next section we examine the discourses 
concerning video surveillance. 

5.2. Discourses of Video Surveillance in Hollywood Film 

Our sample of 35 films included comedies like Ameri-
can Pie and Hall Pass and dramas like 21 and The Judge 
in which viewers may not readily expect to find video 
surveillance compared to, for example, thriller or crime 
genres. From our analysis emerged four dominant dis-
courses about video surveillance: 1) Video Surveillance 
can Identify and Locate People to Advantage; 2) Video 
Surveillance need not Raise Privacy Concerns or be Re-
sisted; 3) Only some People are Video Surveillance 
Competent; and 4) Neglect Video Surveillance and its 
Malfunctions at your Peril. While dominant in our sam-
ple, these discourses are not necessarily present in 
equal proportions across it. Each is elaborated below 
via illustrative scenes. 

 
Figure 1. Number of popular films with video surveillance as plot element, 1969−2013.  
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5.2.1. Video Surveillance Can Identify and Locate 

People to Advantage 

Scenes from 23 films suggested video surveillance can 
effectively identify or locate persons of interest to ad-
vantage or to serve particular interests. Our analysis 
revealed when this occurred it often lead to a major 
plot change, most often by discovering a person’s true 
identity or culpability consistent with scenes described 
below. For example, in Enemy of the State, Robert 
Dean is shopping for a gift for his wife. There he en-
counters an old friend who frantically requests Dean’s 
help and then exits the store. Shortly after, Dean dis-
covers his friend was killed outside. The corrupt gov-
ernment agents responsible for the murder managed 
to secure video surveillance images showing the friend 
dropping an item into Dean’s shopping bag. Dean then 
becomes a person of interest. In Showtime, detectives 
are watching a television show in their homes. While 
on the phone, one detective glances at the television 
and notices a person employed as a police department 
staffer in a bar with a known arms dealer. This image 
identifies a suspect which leads detectives to solve the 
case. In Bourne Ultimatum, the main character Bourne 
is in a train station using a cell phone to instruct a re-
porter to avoid being spotted by video surveillance. 
The reporter nonetheless draws attention to himself by 
running through the crowd and is identified via video 
surveillance by government agents and assassinated 
shortly thereafter while Bourne, whose location was 
unknown to this point in the film, is also identified in 
the crowd via video surveillance.  

In other films too, persons were identified and then 
followed, typically using multiple video surveillance 
cameras. In Snake Eyes, after locating a person of in-
terest on the casino floor via the security room’s video 
surveillance monitors, Rick Santoro races to that loca-
tion while using a “walkie-talkie” to stay connected to a 
guard in the security room. The guard directs Santoro 
to the person of interest using multiple casino surveil-
lance cameras. In these films, video surveillance is seen 
yielding crucial information, such as a key person’s lo-
cation at a particular time. In several other films it is 
not a person of interest being sought but instead a vital 
object or valuable resource. In The Italian Job, a gang 
of thieves searches for one of three trucks containing 
gold bricks. As each truck passes through the gaze of 
video surveillance, the three images are compared to 
discern which truck is lowest to the ground and thus 
weighed down by an especially heavy load. This visual 
information helps reveal the gold’s location. Across 
these scenes this information is always seen to be used 
to the advantage of the person accessing the images, 
thereby creating a decidedly positive association with 
video surveillance.  

An overwhelming majority of surveillance images in 
the films did not lead to conventional criminal justice 

via arrests and convictions. However, video surveil-
lance often effectively aided investigators pursuing 
these goals. In most films the discovery of suspects or 
persons of interest occurred because of video surveil-
lance’s capacity to provide visual information to solve a 
case. For instance, in State of Play, video surveillance 
footage of a congressional aide who allegedly commit-
ted suicide by stepping in front of a subway train is ex-
amined by Della Frye, a news reporter. Frye recognizes 
a man in the subway platform’s video surveillance im-
ages whom she believes is implicated in murdering the 
aide by pushing her in the train’s path instead. Frye 
combines this image with a newspaper photograph 
showing this man accompanying a congressman with 
whom the aide had closely worked, thereby implicating 
the congressman in her death. Thus, video surveillance 
in Hollywood film is rarely portrayed as possessing an 
unyielding or unlimited capacity to identify and locate 
a “bad guy” leading to their capture, punishment or 
demise. It is only rarely presented as a completely effec-
tive retroactive tool to bring criminals to justice on its 
own. Nonetheless, video surveillance is used consistent 
with the precautionary logic. Just in case extreme—but 
in real life, exceedingly rare—instances of murder and 
robbery may occur, it is plainly prudent to have these 
systems in place for later advantage if necessary. 

Main characters use video surveillance of other 
characters to advantage in Hollywood film too, a prac-
tice sometimes called “lateral” surveillance (see An-
drejevic, 2005). How characters were able to create 
advantage varied. In Inside Man, police detective Keith 
Frazier becomes suspicious of bank robbers who seem 
to be buying time during a hostage situation in the 
bank. Recognizing Frazier is suspicious, robbers then 
position video surveillance to record activity directly in-
side the bank lobby. In this scene—which viewers 
watch through a video surveillance monitor—the rob-
bers surround a masked individual. Next, we see the 
lead robber Dalton Russell shoot this individual and 
blood disperse as the figure falls to the floor. The rob-
bers use video surveillance to show police—at a safe 
distance—that they are serious in order to buy more 
time to accomplish their nefarious aims. In After the 
Sunset, jewel thief Max Burdett creates a diversion to 
steal a diamond by framing another character for at-
tempting to steal it, thus preoccupying security officers 
with the other robbery viewed through video surveil-
lance. It was only near Burdett’s mission completion 
that officers notice his robbery. Here characters are 
imagined using what Marx (2003) termed “counter-
surveillance techniques”, that is, using surveillance 
technology against the surveillers. Again, this suggests 
video surveillance is beneficial not only to officials but 
to anybody (albeit limited to a great degree by 
race/ethnicity, class and gender, as discussed below) 
assumed competent to access or manipulate its pres-
ence.  

71Attaching Hollywood to a Surveillant Assemblage: Normalizing Discourses of Video Surveillance

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



Hollywood film’s depiction of the utility of video 
surveillance for identification and tracking in film fit 
common assumptions but, surprisingly, not so for its 
effective deterrent function. None of the 35 films 
showed video surveillance effectively or completely de-
terring perpetrators from illegal or unwanted activity. 
Even if the system was highly sophisticated—such as in 
Ocean’s Eleven—characters implemented their plan 
regardless. In other instances, the obvious presence of 
video surveillance was ignored during a crime of pas-
sion. And on several occasions video surveillance ena-
bled crime, including in The Italian Job when a traffic 
control video surveillance system was hacked to direct 
a truck carrying gold to a location to be robbed, and as 
described above, in the Inside Man. Hollywood film 
does not express video surveillance as a useful deter-
rent to illegal or unwanted behavior, thus again sug-
gesting that while positive associations with video sur-
veillance are expressed it is nuanced.  

5.2.2. Video Surveillance Need Not Raise Privacy 

Concerns or Be Resisted 

Hollywood film rarely portrays video surveillance as in-
trusive, which also normalizes its use. This was con-
sistent across the 35 films. Although several privacy vi-
olations were occasionally depicted, they were ignored 
by characters as such. For example, in Vacancy a priva-
cy violation goes unacknowledged since this violation is 
the least of the worries of the couple now trapped in 
their hotel room about to suffer a horrific fate. The vio-
lation is minimized due to more serious impending 
events. In State of Play, a man holds information about 
a conspiracy involving a corporation deemed valuable 
to reporters and wants to avoid identification. Howev-
er, the subsequent violation of his privacy is down-
played due to the alleged importance of this 
knowledge. The man is no longer seen as a victim but 
as the valued key to uncovering a conspiracy. In Ameri-
can Pie, the humor created by seeing Jim Levenstein 
fail sexually leads the viewership to forget the violation 
of the foreign exchange student’s privacy (she was un-
aware anyone was watching them). She does not even 
acknowledge the possibility of embarrassment or mor-
tification and by film’s end is still communicating with 
Levenstein. The severe violation is minimized in the 
comedic context; such a privacy violation via video sur-
veillance is expressed as entertaining and therefore 
should not raise concern. In his study of several films, 
Turner (1998, p. 107) had similarly asserted that Holly-
wood manages to “gloss over the collective anxieties 
about being spied upon”. Overall, these intrusions us-
ing video surveillance are minimized, thus helping 
normalize its use. No films prominently depicted fair 
notification of video surveillance systems through sign-
age (Lippert, 2009), nor showed the characters using 
privacy-by-design safeguards (Lippert & Walby, 2015) 

via, for example, blurring faces within video surveil-
lance images. Only two films (Enemy of the State and 
Eagle Eye) of the 35 even noted the deleterious effect 
on personal privacy that surveillance technologies 
pose. And while these two films question how much 
surveillance is necessary, they never express that sur-
veillance of the kinds depicted, including video surveil-
lance, should cease. Thus, although these films at first 
glance seriously question video surveillance, ultimately 
they imply it is an inevitable fact of life.  

Consistent with the foregoing, twelve films included 
scenes whereby video surveillance images were neither 
a preoccupation of characters nor otherwise a focus. 
Instead video surveillance formed part of the cinematic 
background. Nothing in these images was plot signifi-
cant. But this too contributes to normalization. Many 
of these background images were in security rooms of 
private companies or government agencies. For in-
stance, in After the Sunset, two FBI agents discuss the 
possibility of a diamond theft with a ship captain while 
video surveillance images are evident in the back-
ground. In Fracture and Panic Room, video surveillance 
images flicker in the background of affluent characters’ 
private homes. This use of images constructs video sur-
veillance as normal in workplaces and residences and 
suggests further that privacy should no longer be ex-
pected in these customary private spaces. Video surveil-
lance is prudently already in place to protect against the 
worst event that might occur there (murder or robbery 
in the last two films), however unlikely. 

Hollywood film does not usually encourage re-
sistance to video surveillance since watchers typically 
are portrayed using surveillance images appropriately. 
As noted above, those in authority are usually shown 
using video surveillance to discover valuable infor-
mation about suspects. Officials tend not to be depict-
ed abusing their authority by using video surveillance 
primarily in ways that invade privacy for personal vo-
yeuristic reasons or other immediate self-interest and 
only secondarily for official business. And those who 
resist video surveillance tend to do so to protect their 
criminal identity or otherwise avoid official capture ra-
ther than because of a sense of duty to ensure preser-
vation of civil liberties or other ideal principles in the 
particular institution or broader society.  

In nine films, video surveillance was rendered inop-
erable such that an image was completely inaccessible. 
This is typically accomplished by blocking, breaking, 
hacking, or otherwise disabling cameras. For instance, 
in Salt, Evelyn Salt escapes custody from the CIA’s 
headquarters after being accused of spying. She devis-
es an escape by blocking three video surveillance cam-
eras in succession with fire extinguisher foam, then us-
ing her underwear to do likewise, and finally shooting a 
fifth camera’s lens. In our sample, the fact a camera no 
longer functions typically alarms characters who no-
tice, thus underscoring the importance of video surveil-
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lance to existing routines and arrangements and thus 
as proper to everyday life. In Hostage Part II, one hos-
tage realizes she is under video surveillance, so to exit 
the room unnoticed she disables the camera. But the 
watchers miss seeing this act, leading them to believe 
events had not transpired as expected. Extra security is 
summoned. In The Score, two guards stationed in a se-
curity room monitor a valuable artifact in a secure area 
through a video surveillance system’s bank of moni-
tors. But several screens suddenly momentarily go dark 
due to thieves seizing control of the system as one 
thief slowly maneuvers to steal the artifact without the 
guards noticing. One security guard blames the outdat-
ed system. After several minutes, however, the lead 
guard becomes suspicious and sends three others to 
investigate. With guards en route, the surveillance sys-
tem suddenly is made operational again and the lead 
guard discerns an unauthorized person in the secure ar-
ea through a monitor. Viewers learn the system had not 
malfunctioned; it merely had been purposely hacked. 
Typically, in the films the cause of concern is ultimately 
shown to be illegal or illicit activity, rather than the nu-
merous technological malfunctions or limitations inher-
ent to video surveillance, including image transfer (see 
Walby & Lippert 2015; Wilkinson & Lippert, 2012). 

The blockage or disabling of a video surveillance 
system, thus preventing a character’s image from being 
captured and displayed, is a form of resistance that 
Marx (2003) labels “breaking”. Depicting this to some 
degree fits the notion of film’s critical potential in rela-
tion to surveillance observed by Kammerer (2004). Yet, 
such crude resistance is typically not portrayed as ad-
ministered by an average citizen but instead by crimi-
nals avoiding capture. Thus, the films’ message is that 
such crude resistance is an inappropriate way for the 
upright citizen to respond to harmful effects of video 
surveillance. Moreover, citizens need not resist video 
surveillance, unless they have something to hide from 
authorities. As Hollywood film scenes enter our gaze in 
theaters and living rooms, and increasingly via new de-
vices (e.g., tablets and smart phones) and websites 
(e.g., Netflix), they carry with them the proliferating 
real world “nothing to hide” argument (Solove, 2007) 
and thus help normalize video surveillance. If you have 
nothing to hide, why not allow video surveillance to 
operate, proliferate, and oversee daily life? 

5.2.3. Only Some People Are Video Surveillance 
Competent 

Surprisingly, in our film sample we found racial/ethnic 
minorities and women are not disproportionately por-
trayed as the targets of video surveillance. However, 
Hollywood film grants disproportionate permission to 
gaze through video surveillance or to use the visual in-
formation in its images to White, middle class, middle-
aged men, largely excluding minorities and women 

from the powerful position of watcher or surveiller. 
The epitome of this is the critically acclaimed Cabin in 
the Woods, showing for much of the film two profes-
sional White men in front of a bank of video surveil-
lance monitors accordingly orchestrating events unbe-
knownst to the characters. Of 70 pertinent scenes from 
the 35 films, 61 show White men as watchers, 31 
scenes portray only White men, and 43 scenes feature 
only men of any apparent race as surveillers. Con-
sistent with video surveillance depicted operating in af-
fluent private residences noted above, no lower class 
persons, as identified through character back stories or 
their depicted occupations, are portrayed as surveil-
lers. Moreover, racial/ethnic minorities are rarely de-
picted as surveillers without being accompanied by 
White men. In our sample women are often depicted 
as both surveiller and surveillance target but when por-
trayed as surveillers they are more often accompanied 
by men rather than watching on their own. Thus, ra-
cial/ethnic minorities and women tend to be shown as 
largely incapable of operating surveillance technology 
and interpreting the meaning of its images without 
White men’s presence. Similar to Lake’s (2010, p. 232) 
remark about contemporary cinema, Hollywood film 
tends to restrict who is allowed to watch and thereby 
limits the power accompanying this vantage point to a 
select group. Thus, video surveillance may be ex-
pressed in positive terms in Hollywood film, but the 
message is again more nuanced: not everyone can or 
should be trusted to use it. 

5.2.4. Neglect Video Surveillance and Its Malfunctions 
at Your Peril  

Often films portray video surveillance capturing events 
in-the-moment while no characters watch video moni-
tors. But the images characters fail to observe would 
have served their interests. For example, in Hostage 
Part II, people bid for the opportunity to harm innocent 
others. In the killing ground, viewers see a surveillance 
image of a hostage taking control of her hired assailant 
while security guards neglect to notice this act in the 
monitors. This suggests these events were preventable 
had they been watched; the inability of humans to 
keep up with video surveillance prevents receipt of 
valuable information. But the films nonetheless portray 
video surveillance as a reliable means of accessing the 
truth and thus worthy of acceptance into everyday life. 

In some scenes it is humanly impossible for charac-
ters to pay full attention to the surveillance images. For 
instance, in Snake Eyes, Rick Santoro is sifting through 
1,500 video images in a casino’s security room to 
search for a suspect. While he focuses on one surveil-
lance image the person of interest happens to walk 
through another image directly adjacent to Santoro. In 
several other films, there is simply no one near to no-
tice the crucial video image. In Inside Man described 
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earlier, for instance, Dalton Russell stops video surveil-
lance’s functioning in the bank prior to commencing 
the robbery by using an infrared beam. Concurrently, 
viewers see the bank’s security room where video sur-
veillance is malfunctioning and no security guards pre-
sent to notice. The utility of the technology is slowed 
by its operators or eliminated by their absence. Thus, 
film conveys the notion that video surveillance is lim-
ited by human failure (see also Kammerer, 2004) and 
there is no obvious reason to doubt the effectiveness 
of video surveillance on its own. However, Hollywood 
film’s very inclusion of humans in these arrangements, 
befitting Gad and Hansen’s (2013) assertion noted 
above, suggests that surveillance is best understood as 
a complex assemblage of technology and humans. 

Only a few films in the sample express that video 
surveillance cannot be trusted due to the possible al-
teration of its images. In Eagle Eye, a computer with ar-
tificial intelligence is executing an elaborate plan by 
manipulating people to murder others. While passing 
through an airport screening point, a security guard 
takes her eyes off the x-ray bag scanning screen. At 
that moment the image is altered to depict random 
mundane items rather than the characters’ syringe in-
jectors, thus allowing the main characters to pass 
through and avoid capture. Had the screener not 
looked away, however, she would have noticed this al-
teration. In Ocean’s Eleven, a video surveillance image 
depicts Linus Caldwell standing in a secure elevator 
leading to the casino vault he intends to rob. While 
there, the video surveillance operator is distracted and 
viewers watch Caldwell’s image replaced with an image 
of an empty elevator. Again, had the operator not been 
distracted, the image alteration arranged by Ocean and 
his gang would have been noticed, leading to their ap-
prehension and failure. Scenes expressing any doubt 
about authenticity were almost evenly distributed be-
tween images that were after-the-fact and in-the-
moment, which contrasts with literature that suggests 
doubt is observed more often about after-the-fact im-
ages (Levin, 2002). But while video surveillance images 
are at least sometimes portrayed as alterable, this al-
teration would be noticed only if humans had paid 
proper attention. Thus, even when alteration occurs, it 
could be avoided but for human error. This discourse 
expresses as well the extent of our current reliance on 
video surveillance technologies such that once they 
stop functioning one should feel uneasy because it 
means a harmful act outside routine is afoot. Video 
surveillance is a technology becoming so embedded in 
everyday life that concern is apt when witnessing a sys-
tem “malfunction”. 

6. How Hollywood Is Attached to a Video Surveillant 
Assemblage 

Most previous research takes the flow of Hollywood 

films for granted, ignoring that this is a key process 
that constitutes assemblages; if films are unavailable to 
watch, what they express is irrelevant. Just as there is 
growing video surveillance in everyday life, the means 
by which to create and reach a viewership is expanding 
too. The three “traditional” means of film reaching a 
viewership are a theater, television (whether via an-
tenna, satellite or cable), and home rental of first vide-
otape and now DVDs of Hollywood films. Now Netflix 
and similar corporate services deliver Hollywood films 
chosen by viewers direct to living rooms and onto near-
ly every new portable device with a screen to be 
watched in all spaces imaginable. From classrooms to 
washrooms to public buses to automobiles, Hollywood 
film can now be watched nearly anytime, anywhere. 

Film is both a material link and a communication 
format; video surveillance images in Hollywood are 
grafting normalizing expression onto a broader video 
surveillant assemblage through various means. To the 
extent films used real video surveillance technology to 
produce the surveillance images positioned within 
them (a practice suggested by the distinctive quality of 
video surveillance images) such as “crudeness, stark-
ness, and graininess” (Doyle, 2006, p. 210) within the 
larger films, as well as their flickering, shuddering, 
black and white, and/or dark appearance) that contrast 
with the film itself (clear, smooth, color, and/or light), 
this troubles the distinction between the “real” and 
“the illusory”. Indeed, though difficult to establish with 
certainty, only in a few films did the surveillance imag-
es seem simulated, such as in Fracture when the imag-
es are undergoing police analysis, rather than being a 
product of real video surveillance technology. To the 
extent actual video surveillance technology is used to 
produce the images this way it serves as a specific in-
stance of Zimmer’s (2011) broader point about film as 
the practice of surveillance and suggests how Holly-
wood is becoming attached to a surveillant assem-
blage. This means too there is a sense in which when 
these images are used in film they are not “fake”, since 
the meaning of that term becomes unclear here. The 
moment of the surveillance image’s arrival in film, is 
the moment of attachment of Hollywood (and all that 
term represents with its accompanying institutions of 
production, marketing and dissemination) film to a 
broader video surveillant assemblage.  

In most films, consistent with the foregoing dis-
courses, video surveillance is also portrayed as having a 
capacity to access reality, to access the truth consistent 
with the popular notion that “the camera never lies” 
and in so doing normalizes its use to achieve this vital 
multi-purpose function. Hollywood film uses video sur-
veillance images in ways that fit this dominant media 
logic. Here too the video surveillance image troubles 
the relation between “the real” and “the illusory”. Yet 
the deployment of surveillance images in this way is 
potentially unstable and may problematize what it ex-
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presses. This is because the “realness” of the image 
and the fictional quality of the broader film in which it 
is placed contrast. Put differently, the aim to render 
the film more real comes with the contradictory mes-
sage that all that happens before and after the image is 
fiction. When it comes to video surveillance, what Hol-
lywood film expresses is not without nuance, nor is it 
seamless. 

7. Conclusion 

This article has extended previous research, surveil-
lance studies, and film studies by exploring how Holly-
wood film shapes the understanding of the promotion 
and reception of video surveillance. Normalization of 
video surveillance occurs in multifaceted ways in Hol-
lywood film. Undoubtedly this normalization has oc-
curred within film production circles; the use of video 
surveillance as a filmic device to advance a plot in Hol-
lywood film5 has been normalized. But we think nor-
malization is not limited to this: film’s wider expressive 
normalizing effects and material links beyond itself 
matter too. If Hollywood film is entirely self-referential, 
it is unclear we ought to study it any more than we 
might study the content of a closed circuit video sur-
veillance system. By normalization we mean to suggest 
how video surveillance in film is accepted far beyond 
film in the broader society as well and becomes part of 
a broader surveillant assemblage.  

From our analysis emerged four dominant dis-
courses. Hollywood expresses that video surveillance 
can identify and locate people to advantage and need 
not raise privacy concerns or be resisted by citizens. 
Only some kinds of people are competent to use video 
surveillance and everyone neglects its products and 
“malfunctions” at their peril. These dominant discours-
es in Hollywood films help facilitate normalization of 
video surveillance by assigning it positive attributes, al-
beit not blithely so. Hollywood also expresses that vid-
eo surveillance can be used to great advantage, usually 
coupled with other means; it can be resisted (albeit 
crudely by criminals or immoral persons with some-
thing to hide); and it does not deter. However, overall 
our results support the notion that Hollywood film 
conveys video surveillance as a necessary and inevita-
ble component of everyday life; surveillance is typically 
experienced by characters as largely benign and unob-
trusive (Murakami-Wood & Webster, 2009, pp. 266-
267). These discourses support earlier accounts about 
the malfunction of surveillance being attributed to 
human error (Kammerer, 2004) too and that only some 
people (mostly White, middle-class men) are compe-
tent surveillers (Lake, 2010). When the 35 films from 
across genres are considered together they appear to 

5 We thank one of the remarkably helpful anonymous review-
ers for this point. 

coincide mostly with Turner’s (1998) view of the ideo-
logical function of Hollywood film in relation to surveil-
lance.  

More broadly the foregoing suggests that film and 
related media formats are part of surveillant assem-
blages. Their often coarse scenes scratch away at 
smooth sheets of trust that used to characterize the 
liberal democratic institutions and public spaces they 
depict, laying bare tiny trenches for seeds of suspicion 
to germinate and grow. Here trust in institutions to ad-
equately manage risk (of every conceivable harm—
Ericson, 2007) and the presumption of innocence of all 
institutional actors involved in such efforts are re-
placed with suspicion and pre-emption consistent with 
a precautionary logic. Accordingly video surveillance is 
portrayed in film as safely spreading through these 
newly carved pathways or already positioned to watch 
for the impending institutional disaster in case it comes 
that way, however far-fetched its appearance is fore-
cast to be. This message hinders critical analysis, dis-
courages appropriate resistance to video surveillance 
use and growth in light of its harmful effects, especially 
on privacy, and facilitates its spread in the wider socie-
ty. Hollywood film is only one avenue by which video 
surveillance is normalized, but its increasing incorpora-
tion of video surveillance and its vast reach and appeal 
renders it a significant one. If Hollywood film is becom-
ing discursively and structurally attached to a surveil-
lance assemblage it commences a demand that schol-
arship draw from both the humanities and the social 
sciences for adequate understanding of these ar-
rangements. Future scholarship needs to explore dom-
inant discourses in other forms of contemporary popu-
lar culture to understand how and why surveillance 
society continues to so rapidly emerge as well as how 
to construct alternative critical discourses, informed by 
privacy principles and humanism. 
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Appendix 1. The Hollywood film sample. 

1. 15 Minutes. Directed by John Herzfeld, 2001. 
2. 21. Directed by Robert Luketic 2008. 
3. After the Sunset. Directed by Brett Ratner, 2004. 
4. American Pie. Directed by Paul Weitz, 1999. 
5. The Bourne Ultimatum. Directed by Paul Greengrass, 2007. 
6. Dawn of the Dead. Directed by Zack Snyder, 2004. 
7. Eagle Eye. Directed by D.J. Caruso, 2008. 
8. Enemy of the State. Directed by Tony Scott, 1998. 
9. Fracture. Directed by Gregory Hoblit, 2007. 
10. Hall Pass. Directed by Bobby Farrelly and Peter Farrelly, 2011. 
11. Hostel Part II. Directed by Eli Roth, 2007. 
12. Inside Man. Directed by Spike Lee, 2006. 
13. The International. Directed by Tom Tykwer, 2009. 
14. The Italian Job. Directed by F. Gary Gray, 2003. 
15. Knight and Day. Directed by James Mangold, 2010. 
16. The Manchurian Candidate. Directed by Jonathan Demme, 2004. 
17. Ocean’s Eleven. Directed by Steven Soderbergh, 2001. 
18. Panic Room. Directed by David Fincher, 2002. 
19. A Perfect Getaway. Directed by David Twohy, 2009. 
20. Salt. Directed by Phillip Noyce, 2010. 
21. Saw II. Directed by Darren Lynn Bousman, 2005. 
22. The Score. Directed by Frank Oz, 2001. 
23. Showtime. Directed by Tom Dey, 2001. 
24. Snake Eyes. Directed by Brian De Palma, 1998. 
25. Spy Games. Directed by Tony Scott, 2001. 
26. State of Play. Directed by Kevin Macdonald, 2009. 
27. Street Kings. Directed by David Ayer, 2008. 
28. Traitor. Directed by Jeffrey Nachmanoff, 2008. 
29. Vacancy. Directed by Nimród Antal, 2007. 
30. Vantage Point. Directed by Pete Travis, 2008. 
31. Dark Skies. Directed by Scott Stewart, 2013.  
32. Cabin in the Woods. Directed by Drew Goddard, 2012.  
33. Paycheck. Directed by John Woo, 2003. 
34. The Judge. Directed by David Dobkin, 2014. 
35. Run All Night. Directed by Jaume Collet-Serra, 2015. 
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Abstract 
Drawing upon the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant, this paper argues that the demise of the Keynesian Wel-
fare State (KWS) and the rise of neo-liberal economic policies in the UK has placed new surveillance technologies at the 
centre of a reconfigured “crime control field” (Garland, 2001) designed to control the problem populations created by 
neo-liberal economic policies (Wacquant, 2009a). The paper also suggests that field theory could be usefully deployed 
in future research to explore how wider global trends or social forces, such as neo-liberalism or bio-power, are refract-
ed through the crime control field in different national jurisdictions. We conclude by showing how this approach pro-
vides a bridge between society-wide analysis and micro-sociology by exploring how the operation of new surveillance 
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1. Introduction 

Surveillance, defined as the “collection and analysis of 
information about populations in order to govern their 
activities” (Haggerty & Ericson, 2006, p. 3), has always 
been a central feature of policing and criminal justice. 
This includes the “direct supervision” of subject popu-
lations in prisons and probation work and the accumu-
lation of “coded information” (Giddens, 1985) which 
began in the nineteenth century when fingerprints, 
photographs and files were collated by criminal justice 
practitioners. Over the last two decades however the 
advent of computer databases, surveillance cameras 
and other technological advances are said to have giv-
en rise to a “new surveillance”1 (Marx, 2002) compris-
ing of “surveillant assemblages” (Haggerty & Ericson, 
2000) which operate well beyond the confines of the 
central state. In an attempt to make sense of these de-

                                                           
1 For Gary T. Marx (2002, p. 12), new surveillance refers to “the 
use of technical means to extract or create personal data”. 

velopments, the theoretical literature has been domi-
nated by Foucaultian and Deleuzian-inspired perspec-
tives on “discipline” (Foucault, 1977) and “control” 
(Deleuze, 1992). As Lyon (1993, p. 655) points out, for 
many writers “the idea of exploiting uncertainty in the 
observed as a way of ensuring their subordination has 
obvious resonance with current electronic technologies 
that permit highly unobtrusive monitoring of data sub-
jects in a variety of social contexts”. For other writers, 
the disciplinary model of surveillance eventually 
proved too inflexible “to organize the mobile labour 
forces and financial flows of complex information 
economies” (Bogard, 2012, p. 33). Thus, while for some 
writers the emergence of new surveillance technologies 
is consistent with the “disciplinary power” and “self-
governing capabilities” identified by Foucault (Staples & 
Decker, 2008), for others disciplinary power has been 
replaced with “modulation” which works through mod-
els, simulation, codes, statistical tracking, and new 
methods of social sorting (Bogard, 2012, pp. 32-33).  
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The central argument presented here is that the 
Focuaultian and Deleuzian-inspired literature outlined 
above does not adequately address the politics of sur-
veillance by explaining why or how new surveillance 
technologies have come to play such a central role in 
contemporary society and in particular how they have 
become central to policing and criminal justice. As 
Haggerty (2006, p. 34) points out, in the Foucualtian 
literature, “the movement of panoptic principles into 
new settings” is “often presented as entirely friction-
less” and lacking any “sense of a surveillance politics”. 
Similarly, Deleuzian-inspired accounts of the emer-
gence of networked and flexible forms of control in re-
sponse to the global system of capital (Bogard, 2006) 
operate at a very high level of abstraction and conse-
quently fail to explore how wider global trends or so-
cial forces, such as neo-liberalism or bio-power, are re-
fracted through the crime control field in different 
national jurisdictions. To address these questions, we 
situate the emergence of new surveillance technolo-
gies within “fields of struggle”, defined by Bourdieu “as 
a structured space of positions in which the positions 
and their interrelations are determined by the distribu-
tion of different kinds of resources or “capital” 
(Thompson, 1991, p. 14). We begin at the macro level 
by showing how globalizing forces and wider social 
changes are filtered through the “field of power”2 in 
different national jurisdictions. Next, we argue that the 
demise of the Keynesian Welfare State (KWS) and the 
rise of neo-liberal economic policies in the UK has 
placed new surveillance technologies at the centre of a 
reconfigured “crime control field” (Garland, 2001) de-
signed to control the problem populations created by 
neo-liberal economic policies (Wacquant, 2009a). Final-
ly, we show how field theory provides a bridge be-
tween society-wide analysis and micro-sociology by 
showing how the operation of new surveillance tech-
nologies is mediated by the “habitus”3 of surveillance 
agents and surveillance subjects. But first we explain 
how and why we intend to use this approach to make 
sense of contemporary developments.  

2. Why “Field” Theory?  

In an early paper entitled, “The Genesis of the Bureau-
cratic Field”, Pierre Bourdieu (1984) extends Max We-
ber’s definition of the state as an institution “which 
possesses a monopoly over the legitimate use of (phys-
ical) violence”, by adding that the bureaucratic field 
“also monopolizes the use of ‘symbolic violence’” (Ben-

2 The “field of power” refers to “the upper reaches of the social 
class structure where individuals and groups bring considerable 
amounts of various kinds of capital into their struggles for 
power” (Swartz, 2004, p. 12). 
3 Habitus refers to the “set of dispositions which incline agents 
to act and react in certain ways” (Thompson, 1991, p. 12). 

son, 2005, p. 93). For Bourdieu, symbolic violence is 
the power to “constitute the given” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 
170) and refers to the state’s “ability to make appear 
as natural, inevitable, and thus apolitical, that which is 
a product of historical struggle and human invention” 
(Loveman, 2005, p. 1655). From this perspective, the 
development of bureaucratic administration and the 
use of “civil registration and related forms of state 
identification of individuals are at the core of modern 
states’ capacity to exercise symbolic power” (Loveman, 
2005, p. 1679). In this respect, Bourdieu’s early paper 
on the state complements the work of other social 
theorists who have documented how surveillance orig-
inally emerged in the context of state bureaucracy, po-
licing and government administration (Dandeker, 1990; 
Lyon, 1994). However, while Bourdieu used field theory 
to explore a wide-range of semi-autonomous and in-
creasingly specialized spheres of action, such as the 
fields of politics, religion, and cultural production, he 
did not write about the “crime control field” (Garland, 
2001) which makes up a key component of the “right 
hand of the state” (Wacquant, 2009a, p. 289; see also 
Page, 2013), nor did he have anything to say about the 
emergence of a “surveillance society” which has seen 
surveillance proliferate well beyond the bureaucratic 
field to become a routine and mundane feature that is 
“embedded in every aspect of life” (Lyon, 2001, p. 1). 
In recent years however a number of writers have used 
field theory to analyse penal transformation in the age 
of neo-liberalism. Didier Bigo (2000, 2002), for exam-
ple, has outlined the emergence of a transnational field 
of security professionals across the European Union in-
volved in the “management of unease” (Bigo, 2002, p. 
64). This approach has also been used by Dupont 
(2004, p. 85) who draws upon Bourdieu’s notion of 
“capitals” (economic, social, cultural and symbolic) to 
explore how these resources can be “used as strategic 
assets to acquire or maintain a dominant position with-
in security networks”. Garland (2001) meanwhile com-
bines “field” theory with “governmentality” (Foucault, 
1991) to argue that recent transformations in policing, 
punishment, sentencing and crime prevention “can 
best be grasped by viewing them as interactive ele-
ments in a structured field of crime control and crimi-
nal justice” (Garland, 2001, p. x). Finally, Wacquant 
(2009) has drawn upon Bourdieu’s distinction between 
the “left hand” of the state (e.g. education, health, so-
cial assistance) and the “right hand” of the state (e.g. 
police, justice, and correctional administrations) (Bour-
dieu, 1998, p. 2) to examine the fusion of penal policy 
and welfare policy to manage the problem populations 
generated by neo-liberal economic policies.  

One of the recurring criticisms levelled at Bour-
dieu’s writings on the “bureaucratic field” is that he 
tends to generalise from the case of the (strong and 
centralised) French state and consequently “fails to 
speak to those in the Anglophone world who have ex-
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perienced over thirty years of the rolling back of the 
state by neo-liberal governments” (A. Scott, 2013, p. 
65). From this perspective, notions of “nodal govern-
ance” (Johnston & Shearing, 2003) or “governmentali-
ty” (Foucault, 1991) are much more suitable for theo-
rizing the emergence of “surveillant assemblages” 
(Haggerty & Ericson, 2000) which operate beyond the 
confines of the bureaucratic field. However, following 
A. Scott (2013), we argue that it possible to use Bour-
dieu’s parochialism (regarding his generalisation from 
the “strong” French state) to counter our own (Anglo-
phone) parochialism regarding the “weak” neo-liberal 
state (A. Scott, 2013). In this respect, Bourdieu’s writ-
ings on the bureaucratic field provide a means of criti-
cally engaging with the Foucualtian and Deleuzian lit-
erature which underestimates how neo-liberal 
strategies of privatization can serve to strengthen the 
position of political elites (A. Scott, 2013). From this 
perspective, law and order campaigns and the intro-
duction of new laws and surveillance measures “reas-
sert the authority of the state and shore up the deficit 
of legitimacy officials suffer when they abandon the 
mission of social and economic protection established 
during the Fordist-Keynesian era” (Wacquant, 2010, p. 
198). At the same time, this approach avoids economic 
reductionism or conspiracy theory4, focusing instead 
on how social fields emerge as the result of on-going 
struggles between actors whose aim is to set “the rules 
that govern the different social games (fields) and, in 
particular, the rules of reproduction of these games” 
(Wacquant, 1993, p. 42).  

The use of field theory outlined above we argue 
provides a useful theoretical framework for examining 
the politics of surveillance in the UK crime control field. 
However, there are two caveats to our use of this ap-
proach to theorize current surveillance practice. Firstly, 
while much of the criminological literature has focused 
on state surveillance and policing, this is too restrictive 
for an analysis of the new surveillance which increas-
ingly operates across state and non-state institutions. 
To avoid this limitation we use Garland’s (2001) broad-
er definition of the “crime control field”. This includes 
“the formal controls exercised by the state’s criminal 
justice agencies and the informal social controls that 
are embedded in everyday activities and interactions in 
civil society” (2001, p. 5). This more expansive concep-
tion of the crime control field allows us to examine the 
social impact of new surveillance in both the penal sec-
tor of the bureaucratic field (e.g. prisons, probation 
and policing) and in the wider society which has seen 

4 As Bigo (2000) has argued in the context of the emergence of 
a European security field, “there is no cabal—be it based within 
a faction of politicians, or of police officials, or both—
conspiring to undermine civil liberties and increase the powers 
of police agencies. Rather, a field has emerged which is the re-
sult of on-going struggles between actors” (Bigo, 2000, p. 90).  

new surveillance measures introduced in schools, uni-
versities, shopping malls, airports etc. (Simon, 2007). 
Secondly, the question of how those on the receiving 
end of surveillance experience and respond to being 
monitored has received relatively little attention (alt-
hough see Marx, 2003). For instance, in his account of 
how penal sanction and welfare supervision have 
merged “into a single apparatus for the cultural cap-
ture and behavioural control of marginal populations”, 
Wacquant (2009a, p. xix) explains how his approach 
“does not survey efforts to resist, divest, or divert the 
imprint of the penal state from below”. To address this 
issue we draw upon recent ethnographic research de-
signed to explore how a diverse range of groups expe-
rience and respond to being monitored by the new 
surveillance technologies that are currently used in the 
crime control field (McCahill & Finn, 2014). We situate 
the emergence of surveillance within “fields of strug-
gle”, arguing that the distribution of various forms of 
“capital”—economic, social, cultural and symbolic—
operate as a range of goods or resources that structure 
the dynamics of surveillance practices and power rela-
tions in the crime control field. By doing this we also 
extend Bourdieu’s conceptual toolkit by introducing 
the term surveillance capital to illustrate how surveil-
lance subjects utilise everyday forms of cultural know-
how acquired through first-hand experience of power 
relations to challenge the very same power relations. 
However, before we examine the micro-politics of re-
sistance, we need to situate the emergence of new 
surveillance in a wider political context.  

3. The Global Diffusion of Surveillance—The Case of 
CCTV Surveillance Cameras 

As Murakami Wood (2009, p. 181) has argued, general-
ised descriptions of a surveillance society often under-
play the “immense cultural and geographic variety of 
surveillance societies” (emphasis added). Bourdieu’s 
work is useful here because he “explodes the vacuous 
notion of ‘society’ and replaces it with those of field 
and social space”. For Bourdieu, “fields of struggle” are 
relatively autonomous social spaces “that cannot be 
collapsed under an overall societal logic” (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 17) such as “modernity” or “post-
modernity”, or, we might add, the “surveillance socie-
ty”. Globalizing forces and wider social change, for ex-
ample, are always filtered through the political and ju-
ridical fields of different national jurisdictions. 
Comparative work conducted by criminologists on the 
uneven global diffusion of the “new punitiveness 5 may 

5 As Nelken (2005, pp. 220-221) points out, while new surveil-
lance “cannot be classified as ‘stigmatizing punish-
ments’…there would be a strong argument for taking them in-
to account in terms of the way they tend to replace 
expenditure on more “social” forms of prevention, and the 

81Theorizing Surveillance in the UK Crime Control Field

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



be useful here for exploring the diffusion of new sur-
veillance. For instance, in their comparative study of 
criminal justice in twelve different countries, Cavadino 
and Dignan (2006) constructed a typology of political 
economy which showed major differences between 
neo-liberal (USA, South Africa, England and Wales, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand), conservative-corporatist (Germa-
ny, France, Italy, and the Netherlands), social demo-
cratic (Sweden and Finland), and oriental-corporatist 
countries (Japan). In short, they found that neo-liberal 
countries were more punitive (exhibiting higher prison 
rates, lower age of criminal responsibility, and adop-
tion of privatization policies), followed by conservative 
corporatist, social democratic and oriental corporatist 
(in Lacey, 2008, pp. 44-45). These findings have been 
supported by Lacey (2008) in her “comparative institu-
tional analysis” which showed that Liberal Market 
Economies (LMEs) (especially the UK and USA) adopted 
more exclusionary criminal justice systems than Coor-
dinated Market Economies (CMEs) (north-western Eu-
rope, Scandinavia and Japan).  

Any attempt to address similar questions in relation 
to the global diffusion of new surveillance would re-
quire systematic comparative research. However, there 
are one or two studies that allow us to raise some ten-
tative questions or hypotheses that may guide future 
research. For instance, while research conducted on 
the rise of CCTV surveillance in Europe by the Ur-
baneye project found a general diffusion of surveil-
lance cameras throughout European society, the 
growth of these systems in countries such as Germany 
and Norway was restricted due to the contrasting legal 
and constitutional environments of the juridical fields 
(see Norris, McCahill, & Murakami Wood, 2004, p. 
121). Thus, while the legal context in the UK is ex-
tremely permissive, privacy rights in CMEs such as 
Denmark and Norway are constitutionally enshrined. 
The latter also have strong data protection regimes to 
regulate the introduction and use of new surveillance 
measures such as CCTV surveillance cameras (see Nor-
ris et al., 2004, p. 121). The uneven proliferation of 
“new surveillance” must also be situated in a wider so-
cio-economic context. Thus, whereas CMEs are “prem-
ised on incorporation” and “the need to reintegrate of-
fenders onto society and economy”, LMEs are based on 
flexibility and innovation which means that “under 
conditions of surplus unskilled labour…the costs of a 
harsh, exclusionary criminal justice system are less 
than they would be in a co-ordinated market econo-
my” (Lacey, 2008, p. 59). It is no surprise therefore to 
discover that the diffusion of CCTV surveillance in Eu-
rope has been more widespread in countries undergo-
ing economic dislocation or liberalisation, such as Hun-
gary and the UK, than it has been in “countries which 
have had relatively, stable welfarist-orientated gov-

types of exclusionary messages they send to the collectivity”. 

ernments such as Norway, Sweden, Germany and Aus-
tria” (Norris et al., 2004, p. 121). These findings are 
supported by more recent research on the global diffu-
sion of open-street CCTV surveillance cameras in Brazil 
(Murakami Wood, 2012), Turkey (Bozbeyoglu, 2012) 
and South Africa (Minnaar, 2012) which reflect a 
broader shift in these countries away from socially pro-
gressive polices and welfare, towards exclusionary 
measures directed at marginalised populations. The 
degree of central funding committed by the state is 
another key factor in the global diffusion of new sur-
veillance. As Wacquant (2010, p. 214) points out, while 
the neoliberal state “embraces laissez-faire at the top”, 
it tends to “be fiercely interventionist, bossy, and 
pricey” when introducing new measures to control 
problem populations. Thus, between 1992 and 2002 
the UK central government, through its City Challenge 
Competition and Crime Reduction Programmes, com-
mitted over a quarter of a Billion pounds of predomi-
nantly public money to the expansion of CCTV surveil-
lance cameras (Norris et al., 2004, p. 112). As Doyle, 
Lippert and Lyon (2012, p. 6) point out, “the absence of 
similar driving initiatives by national governments is one 
factor explaining the much slower dissemination of pub-
lic open-street camera surveillance in other” countries6.  

4. The Politics of Surveillance in the UK: Managing 
Problem Populations  

As indicated above, the legitimating factors behind the 
growth of new surveillance technologies include tech-
nological potential, the rise of the personal-
information economy, risk management, national secu-
rity, public perceptions, new laws and neoliberalism 
(Bennett, Haggerty, Lyon, & Steeves, 2014, pp. 10-13). 
In their outline of the key drivers behind surveillance, 
Bennett et al. (2014, p. 11) define neo-liberalism as a 
set of “governmental policies that stress free trade and 
deregulated markets”. However, as Wacquant (2009a, 
2010) points out, neo-liberal policies include not only a 
preference for market rule, but also “an expansive and 
proactive penal apparatus”, “welfare state devolution 
and retraction”, and “the cultural trope of individual 
responsibility” (Wacquant, 2010, p. 197). While 
Wacquant used this framework to examine penal 
transformation in the USA, this broader sociological 
conception of “neo-liberalism” provides a useful con-
ceptual framework for theorizing the emergence of 
new surveillance technologies in the UK crime control 
field. As we shall show below, the emergence of an ex-
pansive penal apparatus, welfare state retraction, and 
neo-liberal responsibilisation strategies are all central 

6 As Smith (2015) points out, the neoliberal concern with eco-
nomic rationalism could eventually lead to a shift from the pol-
itics of surveillance “expansion” to a politics of “diminution” as 
large-scale CCTV networks become a financial burden. 
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drivers behind the emergence of new surveillance 
technologies in the crime control field.  

Any theory of contemporary penal change must 
begin by considering the wider transformation of the 
“field of power” ushered in by the demise of the 
Keynesian Welfare State (KWS) and the emergence of 
neo-liberalism. As a number of writers have argued, 
this transformation has resulted in the deautonomiza-
tion of the crime control field whereby the cultural 
capital of criminological and legal experts has become 
de-valued or de-legitimated, while political capital (in 
relation to crime control) has become valorised7. As 
Haggerty (2004) points out, while criminal justice policy 
(in the USA and UK) has always been driven by political 
considerations, the last two decades have seen the 
emergence of a more explicitly symbolic politics which 
values political expediency above criminological re-
search and the emergence of a technological field of 
expertise which has served to “displace the policy rele-
vance of criminology” (2004, p. 222). Following the IRA 
bombings in the City of London in 1993, for example, a 
network of CCTV surveillance cameras was rapidly in-
troduced to record traffic movement in and out of the 
city centre. Similar developments were reported after 
the attacks on September 11 in the United States when 
the “rush to surveillance” intensified further largely 
driven by developments in the political and journalistic 
fields (Ball & Webster, 2003). In this context, the intro-
duction of new legislation or new surveillance technol-
ogies such as CCTV cameras is often announced at a 
political party conference or in the “journalistic field” 
before any systematic evaluation of their efficacy (see 
Norris, 2012, p. 254).  

As Garland (2001) points out, the developments 
outlined above are also related to the demise of penal 
modernism which has witnessed the emergence of pu-
nitive law enforcement policies alongside risk-based 
strategies of social control. For Garland (2001, pp. 105-
106), these developments are the result of “a new 
criminological predicament…the normality of high 
crime rates and the acknowledged limitations of the 
criminal justice state”. The response to this predica-
ment in the “crime control field” has resulted in a se-
ries of policies that are highly contradictory. Garland 
notes that on the one hand the state appears to be at-
tempting to reclaim the power of sovereign command 
by the use of phrases like “zero tolerance”, “prison 
works”, and “three strikes”. However, at the same time 
there has been an attempt to face up to the predica-
ment and develop new pragmatic “adaptive” strategies 
including the “commercialization of justice” and a re-
distribution of the responsibility for crime control 
(2001, p. 113). While Garland (2001) sees these devel-

7 The exception here of course is the influence of “new right” 
criminologists such as James Q. Wilson which chimes with neo-
liberal thinking (see Haggerty, 2004).  

opments as a schizoid and disjointed response from 
the state to a new “criminological predicament”, 
Wacquant (2009a, p. 301) argues that it is “a predicta-
ble organizational division in the labour of manage-
ment of the disruptive poor”. From this perspective, 
the rapid introduction of “new surveillance” technolo-
gies following highly mediatised crimes fits neatly with 
the “sovereign state” strategies of “denial” and “acting 
out” (Garland, 2001) that are manifest in the “political” 
and “journalistic” fields, while the emergence of actu-
arial regimes characterised by pre-emption, surveil-
lance and intelligence-led policing chimes with the 
“adaptive strategies” (Garland, 2001) found in the pe-
nal sector of the “bureaucratic field”.  

As a number of writers have shown, the new sur-
veillance practices and technologies that have been in-
troduced in the UK are disproportionately directed to-
wards those shorn of economic and cultural capital. In 
recent years, for example, probation policy in the UK 
has seen the widespread use of standardized assess-
ment tools that are used to classify and “separate the 
more from the less dangerous” (Feeley & Simon, 1992, 
p. 452). These developments have facilitated the intro-
duction of intensive supervision and surveillance pro-
grammes directed at “prolific” or “persistent” offend-
ers which utilise compulsory drug testing, criminal 
profiling, electronic monitoring and police databases. 
As Norris (2007, p. 156) has shown, the construction of 
this expansive surveillance apparatus in the bureau-
cratic field is used to monitor those shorn of capital, 
typically “an unemployed, drug-using male, under the 
age of 21, who is likely to have been in local authority 
care, been excluded from school and have few, if any, 
qualifications”. Similar developments can be found in 
the context of “bureaucratic welfare” regimes where a 
plethora of new surveillance technologies have been 
introduced to monitor the welfare poor (Gilliom, 2001; 
Wacquant, 2009a). Welfare claimants in the UK and 
USA are surrounded by a range of surveillance technol-
ogies and programmes that intimately oversee their el-
igibility for work, leisure patterns and family status. In 
the United States, for instance, it has become increas-
ingly difficult to distinguish the welfare office from the 
probation office:  

Welfare offices have borrowed the stock-and-trade 
techniques of the correctional institution: a behav-
iourist philosophy of action a` la Skinner, constant 
close-up monitoring, strict spatial assignments and 
time constraints, intensive record-keeping and case 
management, periodic interrogation and reporting, 
and a rigid system of graduated sanctions for failing 
to perform properly (Wacquant, 2009a, p. 102).  

The other central feature of neo-liberal regimes identi-
fied by Wacquant (2010) is the cultural trope of indi-
vidual responsibility. In the crime control field, this in-
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volves an attempt by the state to devolve the respon-
sibility for surveillance onto individuals and organisa-
tions. For instance, over the last two decades the CCTV 
Challenge Competitions and Crime Reduction Pro-
grammes devolved the responsibility for crime control 
in the UK on to local public-private partnerships. 
Moreover, empirical research in UK town centres has 
shown how these public-private CCTV systems can be 
co-opted for central state purposes and used to target 
“known criminals”, “suspected drug addicts”, and those 
“wanted” for the breach of bail conditions (Coleman, 
2004; McCahill, 2002; Wakefield, 2003). More recent ex-
amples of responsibilisation include the Anti Money 
Laundering/Counter Terrorism Financing (AML/CFT) and 
e-Borders surveillance regimes (Ball et al., 2015). The 
former requires banks and building societies to monitor 
customer transactions and report any suspicious activi-
ty to the Serious Organized Crime Agency, while the 
latter requires airlines to collect passport data in ad-
vance of travel and transfer it to the UK Border Agency 
for screening against watch-lists (Ball et al., 2015, p. 
21). Once again these surveillance regimes do not fall 
equally on all populations as customer activities and fi-
nancial transactions are incorporated into information 
infrastructures which support the identification of 
criminals and terrorists (Ball et al., 2015).  

5. Surveillance Practice: “Habitus” and “Field” 

As Ball et al. (2015) have argued, surveillance theorists 
have tended to provide either society-wide analysis of 
the emergence of a surveillance society, or micro-
sociological accounts of local dynamics and resistance. 
However, the nature of the connection between the 
two levels of analysis “has not been theorised in sur-
veillance studies in a thoroughgoing way” (2015, p. 25). 
The work of Bourdieu may be instructive here as his 
entire approach to sociology was partly an attempt to 
develop a new direction in social theory that would 
steer a course between what he considered the exces-
sive “voluntarism” of the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre 
and the excessive “structuralism” of the anthropologist 
Levi-Strauss. What must be explained, according to 
Bourdieu, “is always choice within a structured situa-
tion that individuals do not themselves consciously 
structure” (in Couzens Hoy, 2005, p. 119). From this 
perspective, the actions and choices of individuals are 
shaped by “the internalization of the objective patterns 
of their extant social environment” (Wacquant, 2005, 
p. 137) and by the position they occupy in any given 
field. In an attempt to apply this approach to the study 
of penality, Joshua Page (2013) has argued that ab-
stract theoretical accounts of penal transformation of-
ten fail to consider the intervening mechanisms that 
translate social-structural phenomena into penal prac-
tice. From this perspective, macro-level social trans-
formations are always retranslated into the internal 

logic of “fields” and mediated by a field-specific “habi-
tus” which refers to “an internal set of dispositions that 
shape perception, appreciation, and action” (Page, 2013, 
p. 152)8. Thus, while “macro-level, structural trends af-
fect practice (what agents do and what decisions are 
made)…they do not do so automatically and without 
mediation” (2013, p. 154). Similar arguments can be 
made in relation to the crime control field. For instance, 
empirical research on “surveillance practice” in a range 
of settings has shown that despite the decline of the pe-
nal welfare model, those working within the “left hand” 
of the state have often opposed the measures intro-
duced by the “right hand” of the state (Bourdieu, 1998, 
p. 2). In Australia, for example, practitioners working 
within “welfarist” working cultures obstructed the intro-
duction of public-space surveillance cameras (Sutton & 
Wilson, 2004). Similarly, research has shown how “wel-
fare agency staff assisted clients in bettering the surveil-
lance system” through the use of “head nods (yes) or 
shakes (no) as the client responded to questions during 
intake interviews that were logging data into the sys-
tem” (Gilliom & Monahan, 2012, p. 408). At the micro-
level of probation practice, meanwhile, it has been 
shown that the “Right hand” of the state is not always 
aware of what the “Left hand” is doing as “risk-based” 
discourses are filtered through the occupational con-
cerns of front-line practitioners who continue to be 
guided by the old “welfare” mentality rather than the 
“risk” mentality (Kemshall & Maguire, 2001).  

As the neo-liberal state attempts to devolve the re-
sponsibility for crime control, new surveillance agents 
have entered the crime control field bringing with 
them a “habitus” that shapes the way new surveillance 
technologies are applied in practice. For instance, em-
pirical research on the use of CCTV surveillance camer-
as in a shopping mall in Riyadh found that surveillance 
monitoring was filtered through the religious norms 
and social mores of those operating the systems. In this 
context, private security officers who recently left their 
tribal village used cameras not to target groups of 
“flawed consumers”, but to target “singles”, groups of 
males suspected of engaging in “courtship” behaviour 
in a sex-segregated society (Al-hadar & McCahill, 
2011). In the UK, ethnographic research on the opera-
tion of CCTV systems on mass private property has 
shown how some corporate actors continue to work 
with the old “welfare” mentality, empathising with the 
plight of local working class youths (McCahill, 2002). 
One study on the use of CCTV surveillance cameras in a 
shopping mall situated on a deprived council estate in 
the north of England, reported how low paid, low sta-
tus, working class security officers refused to pass on 
the names of “wanted” persons identified on camera 

8 The difference between “habitus” and “field” was character-
ised by Bourdieu “as the difference between the feel for the 
game and the game itself” (Couzens Hoy, 2005, p. 110). 
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to the local beat officer (McCahill, 2002). More recent-
ly, ethnographic observations of encounters between 
“flawed consumers” and private security officers in an 
English shopping mall revealed that despite receiving 
“life-time” banning orders, marginalized groups utilised 
social capital (i.e. collusion with private security offic-
ers) to gain access to public services that were provid-
ed on private property (McCahill & Finn, 2014). Thus, 
while the crime control field may have changed dra-
matically in recent years “neither the ‘culture of con-
trol’ nor the ‘new penology’ have fully taken root in the 
heads and habitus of penal agents” (Page, 2013, p. 
158), or in the heads of “private” actors who often find 
themselves monitoring their own locales and work-
place situations (McCahill, 2002)9.   

6. Surveillance, Capital and Resistance 

One of Bourdieu’s central contributions to social theory 
was to demonstrate that it is not only “economic capi-
tal” (i.e. money or property) that functions as a deter-
minant of social position, but also “social capital” in the 
form of networks and social relationships, “cultural 
capital” such as education, skills and cultural 
knowledge, and “symbolic capital” which designates 
the authority, knowledge, prestige, or reputation that 
an individual or group has accumulated (Bourdieu, 
1986). While previous research has shown how these 
forms of capital can be mobilised by the institutional 
actors conducting surveillance (Dupont, 2004, p. 244), 
this section draws upon ethnographic research to show 
how the subjective experience and response to surveil-
lance is also shaped by the distribution of capitals (see 
McCahill & Finn, 2014). For instance, our research has 
shown that relatively privileged groups, such as “mid-
dle class” protesters or police officers, utilised econom-
ic, social and cultural capital to evade or contest sur-
veillance in various ways. Protesters utilised social 
capital (e.g. personal contacts with senior police offic-
ers, lawyers, MPs, local councillors, journalists, and as-
sociates working in the “privacy” movement) and cul-
tural capital (e.g. knowledge of the law) to challenge 
surveillance through the courts, or to discover the “fate 
of their data” through Freedom of Information re-
quests. Similarly, police officers and security officers 
working under the gaze of CCTV surveillance cameras 
utilised social and cultural capital to manage not just 
when they appeared on CCTV, but also how they ap-
peared on camera. In this case, knowledge of either 
operating the systems or visiting control rooms, ena-

9 Research on the Anti Money Laundering/Counter Terrorism 
Financing (AML/CFT) and e-Borders regime has shown how na-
tional security surveillance regimes were filtered through the 
“habitus” of corporate actors who used e-Borders to explore 
commercial opportunities arising from the extra customer con-
tact (Ball et al., 2015).  

bled plural police actors to avoid the gaze of surveil-
lance camera operators by locating themselves in 
“blind spots” when patrolling the shopping malls or 
streets. Alternatively, plural police actors would visit 
surveillance camera control rooms to review footage, 
reflect on their bodily comportment, and modify their 
behaviour in future “face-to-face” interactions (McCa-
hill & Finn, 2014).  

However, it is not only relatively privileged groups 
who utilise capitals to contest surveillance in various 
ways. As Bennett et al. (2010, p. 29) have suggested, 
“rather than assume an essential unity to cultural capi-
tal”, it may be useful to explore how other forms of 
cultural know-how may serve to function “as sources 
of cultural privilege” in a range of new settings and sit-
uations. For instance, in his later work Bourdieu (2005) 
used the concept of “technical capital” “to refer to the 
distinctive assets that members of the working classes 
acquire through their vocational skills and pass on to 
their children through domestic training” (in Bennett et 
al., 2010, p. 29). Bourdieu (1990) also referred to the 
“lucidity of the excluded” to illustrate how the exclu-
sion of marginalised groups from certain realms of priv-
ilege can often accord them a certain critical insight in-
to the structures that oppress them (see McNay, 2000). 
Thus, alongside the “master” concepts of capital identi-
fied by Bourdieu, we have introduced the term surveil-
lance capital to explain how surveillance subjects uti-
lise the everyday forms of tacit knowledge that is 
acquired through first-hand experience of power rela-
tions to challenge the very same power relations. For 
instance, our ethnographic research showed how “pro-
lific” offenders were aware that probation officers 
shared information with other agencies because of 
what they had read on the induction forms that they 
were required to sign. Others were aware that any in-
formation they might give away during interviews was 
likely to be stored on the database. One prolific of-
fender summed it up when he said: 

Like the police that work with me make out that 
they’re not the police and they work with probation 
and that, but they’re full on undercover coppers. 
The quicker you get to learn that the better innit? 
You don’t want to be an idiot and pretend that 
they’re not proper police (in McCahill & Finn, 2014).  

Moreover, while the information stored on databases 
can be treated as the source of “truth” that overrides 
personal testimonies, some “prolific” offenders used 
the existence of the “file” or “database” to avoid 
“opening up” and answering questions during face-to-
face interviews by telling drugs workers in the proba-
tion office to “go check the file”. “Prolific” offenders al-
so used the existence of “new technologies” to evade 
monitoring by keeping text messages sent by the pro-
bation staff to prove that they had not missed or were 
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not late for appointments. One “prolific” offender used 
the data that had been extracted from his body to his 
advantage when he requested photo-copies of any 
“negative” drug tests to take home and show his part-
ner that he was not using drugs. Family members of 
“prolific” offenders also used surveillance against sur-
veillance to support their case when confronted by the 
police. One mother kept fragments of her son’s “digital 
persona” (electronically-recorded consumer transac-
tions) to challenge police decisions to question or ar-
rest her son. While surveillance capital may not be 
easily translated into other forms of “capital”, it does 
provide surveillance subjects with a degree of agency 
in local and specific settings.  

As Bourdieu argued, while “those who dominate in 
a given field are in a position to make it function to 
their advantage…they must always contend with the 
resistance, the claims, the contention…of the dominat-
ed” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 102). However, 
the French author was also well aware of the ironies of 
resistance and the potential for these strategies to re-
produce existing social divisions. In an attempt to con-
ceptualize these issues, he used “the term ‘regulated 
liberties’ to denote a more complex relation between 
the dominant and its subjects” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 
102). Here Bourdieu (1990) drew attention to what he 
described as “the unresolvable contradiction of re-
sistance”, whereby the dominated “can resist by trying 
to efface the signs of difference that have led to their 
domination”, or they can “dominate their own domina-
tion by accepting and accentuating the characteristics 
that mark them as dominated” (in Couzens Hoy, 2005, 
p. 135). In recent years, a number of writers have 
drawn upon these ideas to explore the relationship be-
tween surveillance, body capital and class divisions fol-
lowing the shift from an industrial society organised 
around manufacturing and heavy industry to a post-
industrial society dominated by the service sector and 
consumerism. In the field of employment the decline of 
heavy industry which valued a “type of ‘body capital’ 
forged through notions of physical hardness and a pa-
triarchal breadwinner”, now seems out of step in a 
consumer or service economy “that values flexibility, 
keyboard proficiency, telephone communication skills 
and personal presentation” (Nayak, 2006, p. 817). The 
exclusion of working class males from the field of em-
ployment in post-industrial cities is compounded by 
exclusion from public spaces due to embodied attrib-
utes which are considered “out of place” in the new 
spaces of consumption. Nayak (2006, p. 821) for exam-
ple has shown how the “body capital” of young work-
ing males in Newcastle led to their exclusion from clubs 
and bars in the city centre. He refers to how so-called 
“charvers” “hold their head” and “arch their backs 
when walking”. The targeting practices of open-street 
CCTV operators in UK cities are also said to fall dispro-
portionately on those who look “too confident for their 

own good” or who had their “head up, back straight, 
upper body moving too much”, or those who were 
“swaggering, looking hard” (Norris & Armstrong, 1999, 
p. 122). In our ethnographic account of the subjective 
experience of surveillance in a northern city in the UK, 
we showed how marginalised groups responded to 
CCTV monitoring by covering their faces with hats and 
scarves, flicking “V signs” at surveillance camera opera-
tors, and throwing bricks at cameras. Of course, those 
who obscure their faces with clothing or who oriented 
their behaviour to camera operators through confron-
tation and abusive gestures are often singled out for 
further attention by surveillance camera operators (see 
Norris, 2003, p. 265). In this context, the body becomes 
both a “performance” and a “straitjacket” (Shilling, 
2003) as the “bodily hexis” (dialect, accent, dress, body 
posture and demeanour) conveys resistant impressions 
that potentially leads to further surveillance and exclu-
sion (McCahill & Finn, 2014).  

7. Conclusion  

The surveillance studies literature has been dominated 
by Foucaultian and Deleuzian-inspired perspectives on 
“discipline” (Foucault, 1977) and “control” (Deleuze, 
1992). The aim of this paper has not been to “go be-
yond” Foucault or Deleuze. The work produced by 
these towering intellectuals is far too important for 
that and will no doubt continue to frame theoretical 
debates on surveillance for decades to come. Instead, 
our aims were much more modest and were simply to 
propose an alternative approach to the study of sur-
veillance that replaced a discursive analysis of historical 
texts with empirically-informed “field” theory. As 
Haggerty (2006, pp. 41-42) argues, while surveillance 
theorists might want to embrace many of Foucault’s 
insights, they may also want to reserve “space for 
modestly realist projects that analyze the politics of 
surveillance or the experiences of the subjects of sur-
veillance”. To do this, we argued, required a different 
approach to Foucault whose main concern was with 
the forms that power relations take and “the tech-
niques they depend upon, rather than upon the groups 
and individuals who dominate or are dominated as a 
consequence” (Luke, 2005, p. 89). As Foucault (2001, p. 
331) explained, “the main objective of…struggles is to 
attack not so much such-or-such institution of power, 
or group, or elite, or class but, rather, a technique, a 
form of power”. Thus, whereas Foucault begins with an 
“‘ascending analysis of power starting from its infinites-
imal mechanisms’, Bourdieu gives priority to a focused 
analysis of the nexus of institutions that ensures the 
reproduction of economic and cultural capital” in the 
wider field of power (Wacquant, 2005, p. 145).  

Drawing upon this approach, we argued that the 
demise of the Keynesian Welfare State (KWS) and the 
rise of neo-liberal economic policies in the UK has 
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placed new surveillance technologies at the centre of a 
reconfigured “crime control field” (Garland, 2001) de-
signed to control the problem populations created by 
neo-liberal economic policies (Wacquant, 2009a). At 
the same time, however, we suggested that field theo-
ry offers the potential to examine national variations in 
the up-take of new surveillance technologies by show-
ing how globalizing forces and wider social changes are 
filtered through the political and juridical fields of dif-
ferent national jurisdictions. This approach also pro-
vides a bridge between society-wide analysis and mi-
cro-sociology by showing how surveillance practice is 
filtered through the existing organisational, occupa-
tional and individual concerns of surveillance agents. 
Following this, we situated the introduction of new 
surveillance within “fields of struggle”, arguing that the 
distribution of various forms of “capital”—economic, 
social, cultural and symbolic—operate as a range of 
goods or resources that structure the dynamics of sur-
veillance practices and power relations in the crime 
control field. In this respect, our analysis involved a 
critical engagement with two theoretical tradi-
tions−Focaultian approaches which provide dystopian 
visions of the power of state surveillance while under-
playing agency, and interactionist perspectives on the 
“everyday politics of resistance” (Marx, 2002; J. C. 
Scott, 1990) which often fail to consider how “the in-
teraction itself owes its form to the objective struc-
tures which have produced the dispositions of the in-
teracting agents and which allot them their relative 
positions in the interaction and elsewhere” (Bourdieu, 
1977, p. 81).  

To sum up therefore we have attempted to com-
bine a macro-level analysis which explores how global-
izing forces are filtered through the “field of power” in 
different national jurisdictions, with a micro-level anal-
ysis which shows how new surveillance measures are 
mediated by the “habitus” of surveillance agents and 
surveillance subjects. This approach, we argue, ad-
vances our understanding of surveillance politics in two 
ways. First, it can “act as solvent of the new neoliberal 
common sense that ‘naturalizes’ the current state of 
affairs” (Wacquant, 2009b, p. 129) by demonstrating 
that there are alternatives to the “bad example” set by 
neo-liberal countries such as the UK where the “pro-
cesses of normalisation of surveillance have gone much 
further than elsewhere” (Murakami Wood & Webster, 
2009, p. 260). Second, it provides a corrective to “top-
down” surveillance theories which continue to portray 
surveillance subjects as “docile bodies”, rather than so-
cial actors who can contest power relations in a field 
that is very much skewed against them.  
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1. Introduction 

While the news media’s role in instigating war, conflict 
and violence has been documented, less attention has 
been paid to the news media’s role in mitigating con-
flict (see Bratic & Schirch, 2007, p. 7). Criticism has 
been directed towards the ways in which journalists 
and war correspondents cover conflicts with an em-
phasis on violence, suffering, polarization of the views 
of main stakeholders, and over-simplification of the 
underlying causes of conflict. In the context of the Afri-
can continent, further critique has been levelled 
against frames and narratives of war, conflict and vio-
lence grounded in Western epistemologies and domi-
nant discourses of African conflicts and stakeholders. 
The growing literature and scholarship around peace 
journalism stands as a response to this (see Allan, 
2011; Brock-Utne, 2011; Dente Ross, 2007; Galtung, 
2000; Hyde Clarke, 2011; Lynch, 2008; Lynch & Gal-

tung, 2010; Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005; Rodny-Gumede, 
2012, 2015; Theranian, 2002).  

The research is based on qualitative semi-
structured interviews with a select group of foreign 
correspondents covering conflicts on the African conti-
nent and assesses awareness towards: 1) the critique 
levelled against foreign reporting and the reporting of 
Africa and conflicts on the African continent; 2) alter-
native narratives and news frames, as well as alterna-
tive practices and models for journalism—in particular, 
Peace Journalism (PJ). 

2. Critique Levelled Against Foreign Coverage and 
Coverage of War and Violence 

Studies have established that there is an overwhelming 
emphasis on war and conflict in the news media. Less 
attention is paid to peace and peaceful solutions to vio-
lence (Bratic & Schirch, 2007; Carruthers, 2011; Gal-
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tung & Ruge, 1965; Hyde-Clarke, 2011, 2012; Lynch, 
2008; Lynch & Galtung, 2010; Rodny-Gumede, 2012, 
2015). Much has been said of the news media’s explicit 
role in instigating war, hatred and violence. Carruthers 
(2011, p. 5) argues that the news media thrives on a 
logic that seeks out conflict and emphasizes “bad 
news”. War and conflict sell newspapers and journal-
ists go for stories that will make the headlines (Car-
ruthers, 2011). Criticism has therefore been directed 
towards the ways in which journalists and war corre-
spondents cover conflicts with an emphasis on vio-
lence, suffering, sensationalization of coverage, polari-
zation of the views of main stakeholders, and 
oversimplification of the underlying causes of conflict, 
with the result that reality is distorted and ethics and 
professional standards forsaken.  

Galtung (1986) argues that coverage of war and 
conflict conforms to what he labels “war journalism”. 
War journalism has a value bias towards violence and 
violent groups that leads audiences to overvalue vio-
lent responses to conflict and ignore non-violent alter-
natives (Galtung, 1986)—a militarist bias, “a reflexive 
predisposition to favour military force over non-violent 
methods of conflict resolution” (Roach, quoted in Car-
ruthers, 2011, p. 26). This is the result of news report-
ing conventions and frames that only focus on physical 
effects of conflict, while ignoring psychological impacts 
(Galtung, 1986). War journalism is also biased towards 
reporting only the differences between parties, rather 
than similarities, previous agreements, and progress on 
common issues and it also values elite interests over 
other stakeholder interests (Galtung, 1986). War jour-
nalism focuses on the here and now, ignoring causes 
and outcomes and assumes that the needs of one side 
can only be met by the other side’s compromise or de-
feat (Galtung, 1986). 

War journalism and the role of war correspondents 
is steeped in a somewhat romantic lore, but is actually 
beset by problems of allegiance, responsibility, truth 
and balance (Zelizer & Allan, 2002). These are prob-
lems that also arise in the daily grind of journalism, but 
they do not lack resolvability and editorial control that 
a war or conflict situation presents (Zelizer & Allan, 
2002). War correspondents tend to be parachuted into 
conflicts with little prior knowledge of the conflict or 
the stakeholders and without the backup of an editori-
al team and the time to reflect upon issues of the prac-
tices and ethics of journalism (Carruthers, 2011; Lynch 
& Galtung, 2010). The role of the journalist is to get the 
job done, cover the conflict, and to make sense of 
events to audiences often far removed from the issues 
on the ground, both geographically and perceptually. 
In a war or conflict zone, access to sources and infor-
mation is often scarce and journalists tend to band to-
gether to feed off each others’ “networks”; pack jour-
nalism and ideas of embedded journalism are 
therefore never far behind (Duncan, 2012, 2013). As 

such, the reporting of war and conflict becomes a lit-
mus test for journalism practices and, more broadly, 
ethics (Zelizer & Allan, 2002). As a response to these 
practices, scholars have advanced the idea of PJ as an 
alternative model for reporting conflict.  

3. Peace Journalism  

As previously stated, much attention has been paid to 
the role of the news media in instigating, maintaining, 
and exacerbating violence through their news cover-
age. Less attention has been paid to the media’s role in 
preventing, mediating and ameliorating conflict. In es-
sence, the news media gives peace less of a chance 
than war and conflict (Carruthers, 2011; Lynch & Gal-
tung, 2010).  

The term “Peace Journalism” (PJ) was first coined 
by media scholar Johan Galtung in the 1970s (see 
Cottle, 2006) and stands as a response to hegemonic 
discourse within media and communication studies that 
have for a long time framed coverage of conflict as bina-
ries of us and them, war and peace, good and bad 
(Seaga Shaw, Lynch, & Hackett, 2011). Instead, PJ puts 
the emphasis on conflict resolution, the underlying 
causes of conflict, alternative news sources, and a use of 
language that does not over-emphasise conflict frames.  

As opposed to war journalism as set out by Galtung 
(1986), PJ is a form of journalism that frames stories in 
a way that encourages analysis of conflicts, their root 
causes and emphasizes non-violent responses to con-
flict during periods of war and also during periods of 
peace and absence of open conflict (Lynch & McGol-
drick, 2005, p. 5). On a practical level, PJ occurs when 
journalists select which stories to report and how to 
report them in ways that “create opportunities for so-
ciety at large to consider and value non-violent respons-
es to conflict” (Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005, p. 5). PJ aims 
to ventilate peace initiatives from whatever quarter and 
to explain the underlying causes of conflict and avoid po-
larisation of the parties involved (Dente Ross, 2007, p. 
80). As such, PJ tries to transcend reified practices in or-
der to alter journalistic practices—and the subsequent 
mediated public discourse—to a more inclusive range of 
people, ideas and visions (Dente Ross, 2007, p. 80). Thus, 
PJ addresses issues around journalistic practices in rela-
tion to story selection, presentation and sources, with 
the aim of facilitating non-violent responses to conflict.  

Lynch and Galtung (2010, p. 13) argue that where 
war journalism is reactive and makes conflict and war 
opaque and secret, putting the focus on the visible ef-
fects of violence, PJ rather focuses on the invisible ef-
fects of war and violence, makes conflict transparent, 
and is proactive and truth-orientated rather than prop-
aganda-orientated. Also, where war journalism em-
braces an “us versus them” mentality and focuses on 
violence and a final victor/victory, PJ involves a con-
flict-orientated analysis of the underlying causes of the 
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conflict and seeks solutions (Lynch & Galtung, 2010, p. 
13). As such, PJ tries to give a voice to all parties, in-
cluding the voiceless; it is people-orientated rather 
than elite-orientated (Lynch & Galtung, 2010, p. 52). In 
this way, PJ works against existing journalistic practices 
of relying exclusively on official sources and offers a 
way for journalism to provide a more nuanced style of 
reporting. While both war journalism and PJ are de-
scriptive of reality, PJ tries to take in more reality 
(Lynch & Galtung, 2010, p. 52).  

Lynch and McGoldrick (2012) show how television 
news inserts taken from mainstream news bulletins 
can be reworked according to a PJ model and can ana-
lyze audience responses to news items coded as “war 
journalism” and “peace journalism”, respectively. From 
the PJ model, Lynch and McGoldrick (2012) establish a 
set of evaluative criteria and re-frame news items from 
two South African television news programmes and 
four newspapers according to a PJ model of news fram-
ing. The news items were then shown to focus groups 
that either saw the original news items or the re-
worked news items conforming to a PJ framing of news 
journalism. Lynch and McGoldrick (2012) find that PJ 
proved to be ideational in the sense that the focus 
group that viewed the PJ-adapted news items were 
more likely to perceive structural and/or systemic ex-
planations for problems and more likely to see oppor-
tunities for therapeutic and/or cooperative remedies 
to be applied through exertions of political agency 
from different levels. 

However, it is important to note that, however no-
ble the aim of PJ may be, many injunctions have been 
made against the model. One of the main points of cri-
tique have centred on the lack of resources for imple-
menting PJ and the practices it advocates, particularly 
at a time when media houses are facing financial con-
straints and the downscaling of staff. Kempf (2003, 
2007) also points out that PJ is unlikely to succeed un-
less there is a serious drive to train journalists and alter 
institutional norms and that reporters need to be given 
proper time for research and the resources to do so 
(Hackett, 2007; Hanitzsch, 2004; Lyon, 2007; McMahon 
& Chow-White, 2011;). With fewer resources dedicated 
to research and training in newsrooms around the 
world, PJ is more likely to be a challenger ethos rather 
than practice (Rodny-Gumede, 2015). Other injunctions 
made against the model have focused on PJ as being too 
broad in its conceptualisations and scope, being too 
normative, philosophical and “utopian” (Hackett (2007, 
2011) and drawing on an underlying epistemology of na-
ïve realism based on assumptions of causal and linear 
media effects (Hanitzsch, 2004, p. 483). In itself, “peace” 
creates the impression that PJ’s only focus is on peace 
and conflict resolution, as it reports only the “good 
news”, providing little else than “sunshine journalism”.  

Labels aside, is there merit in rethinking some of 
the practices with regard to how conflicts are reported 

in light of the critique levelled against the news media 
and foreign coverage in particular? What do journalists 
covering war and conflict on the African continent say 
about these issues and is there an awareness of, and 
openness towards, alternative models and practices?  

4. Methodology  

The research is based on in-depth semi-structured in-
terviews with 17 journalists from the following foreign 
news organisations and media outlets (based in Johan-
nesburg) during 2013 and 2014: Al Jazeera, BBC (2 inter-
viewees), AFP, AP (2 interviewees), Reuters, CNN, CBS, 
DPA (German Press Association), CCTV, Swedish Public 
Broadcaster (SVT), German Television (Deutshe Welle), 
LA Times, The Guardian U.K., The Financial Times, Dagens 
Nyheter (Sweden).  

The choice of interviewing only foreign correspond-
ents is based on two major considerations. Firstly, 
South African news media employs very few corre-
spondents for their Africa coverage; in effect, most 
South African-run foreign bureaus have been closed 
down and the South African news media instead relies 
mainly on stringers and partnerships with international 
news agencies. Secondly, the critique levelled against 
the coverage of the African continent and how foreign 
correspondents and news agencies carry out their 
mandate—as set out in the literature on foreign cover-
age and war reporting—is specifically directed towards 
the foreign bureaus. 

Semi-structured qualitative interviews were pre-
ferred over other data collection methods in order to 
gather as in-depth and as rich a set of data possible 
and to fully explore the way in which foreign corre-
spondents carry out the work they are doing, how they 
think about the work they are doing, whether the cri-
tique levelled against the coverage of Africa is justified 
and whether there are attempts to address this and 
evaluate coverage and practices. Semi-structured in-
terviews also lend themselves to small-scale qualitative 
and exploratory studies such as this (cf. DuPlooy, 2009; 
Drever, 2000). Qualitative interview data also shows 
the complex interplay between structure and agency in 
the media as articulated by journalists themselves. 

Semi-structured interviews also generate open re-
sponses which allow the interviewee to articulate his 
or her views at length; this limits the possibility of re-
sponses being prompted or limited by the options of 
responses on offer and lends themselves to the post 
hoc development of categories for analysis that might 
be more appropriate than any preordained scheme of 
categorisation (Deacon, Pickering, Golding, & Mordich, 
1999, p. 63). This is an important feature of this re-
search, where the interviews have generated sub-
themes, which have subsequently been explored and 
incorporated into the data analysis.  

However, the interview as a scientific method is not 

92 Media and Mass Communication

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



unproblematic. In approaching the interview material, 
one needs to be extra sensitive towards issues of the 
subjectivity of the interviewee as well as accuracy in 
recalling events that happened in the past (Deacon et 
al., 1999, pp. 300-303). Furthermore, interviews with-
out actual observation of conduct and procedure can 
only tell us what the people in the news media think 
they do or wish they could do. Hence, any researcher 
needs to be wary of the fact that discrepancies can ex-
ist between what editors and journalists say they do or 
should do, and what they actually do (Williams, 2003, 
p. 108). As such, “all answers need to be appraised 
carefully and occasionally taken with a pinch of salt” 
(Deacon et al., 1999, p. 62). 

Journalists also often feel that social scientists who 
study the news media speak a language that they mis-
trust and misunderstand. Social scientists speak of 
“constructing the news”, of “making news”, and of the 
“social construction of reality” (Schudson, 2000, p. 
176)—concepts that connote that there is something 
amiss in the way that the media reports. Media schol-
ars, especially those who occupy themselves with the 
study and teaching of journalism, often attest to the 
difficulties in bridging the gap between academy and 
praxis (cf. Tomaselli & Caldwell, 2002; Zelizer, 2004a, 
2004b). In the case of this study, all interviewees were 
told from the start that the focus of the study was spe-
cifically on the critique levelled against foreign cover-
age and the ways in which foreign correspondents both 
carry out their practice and how they frame stories.  

The sample was drawn from the database of regis-
tered correspondents of the Foreign Correspondent 
Association of Southern Africa. Twenty-five corre-
spondents were initially approached and finally inter-
views were conducted with 17 foreign correspondents 
over a three-week period from 23 February to 12 
March 2015 in Johannesburg, South Africa. One inter-
view was however conducted via email with a corre-
spondent based in Nairobi. On average, the face-to-
face interviews were an hour long. In order to reduce 
any misunderstandings, and for the purpose of record-
ing responses as accurately as possible, all interviewees 
were asked to give their consent for the interview to 
be tape-recorded and these interviews were later tran-
scribed. In instances where interviewees did not agree 
to such recording, the interview was recorded as accu-
rately as possible by hand.  

A set of 12 pre-defined questions was posed to all 
interviewees. In many instances, these generated fol-
low-up questions that were recorded and later orga-
nized and analysed under seven broad themes: 
Knowledge and understanding of the continent; Cover-
age and story selection; Constraints and impediments 
for improving coverage; Framing; Acknowledgment of 
the critique levelled against coverage of the African 
continent; Role conceptualizations; Awareness and 
openness to alternative practice. 

5. Interview Findings  

5.1. Knowledge and Understanding of the Continent 

To contextualize and put the responses from the inter-
viewees in context, all interviewees were asked ques-
tions relating to their own knowledge, experience and 
interest in the region/continent. This provides some in-
teresting data as to “who” the foreign correspondents 
are, their backgrounds and the knowledge base and 
experience acquired and required for their jobs.  

All interviewees have three years or more experi-
ence in domestic coverage and most have two years or 
more experience from other countries/regions—except 
two interviewees with no foreign coverage experience 
before being posted to South Africa as Africa corre-
spondents. At the time they were interviewed, all in-
terviewees had had one or more years’ experience in 
covering South Africa, Southern Africa and/or the Afri-
can continent. It is important to note that foreign cor-
respondents are more often than not stationed at one 
major duty station—in this case, South Africa, where 
the main news bureau is based and from which corre-
spondents are sent on particular stories or longer as-
signments to countries around the continent.  

When asked why South Africa was chosen over 
other duty stations, career planning seems to be a ma-
jor factor, despite the fact that South Africa seemingly 
falls rather low on the list of duty stations which are 
seen as high profile and good for career advancement. 
Nine out of 17 interviewees say that their current posi-
tion will be good for career advancement, but 10 out of 
17 interviewees say that other duty stations might 
have been better for career advancement and quote 
duty stations such as Washington, Brussels and “China” 
as more high-profile duty stations. Of the 17 interview-
ees, 13 chose to be stationed in South Africa. Seeming-
ly, there are other factors, apart from career advance-
ment, that play a role in the choice of duty station. In 
this regard, the interviewees who chose to be sta-
tioned in South Africa state that they did so for very 
particular reasons, mainly emanating from previous 
experiences of South Africa, southern Africa and the 
continent, an interest in “Africa” and/or a particular 
knowledge base—often from studies undertaken which 
were related to African studies or development stud-
ies. However, two of the interviewees specifically stat-
ed that they had no real interest in “Africa” but were 
stationed here nonetheless. Nine out of 17 interview-
ees have a tertiary degree or educational background, 
which indicates formal knowledge of the continent 
and/or Southern Africa and South Africa in particular.  

5.2. Coverage and Story Selection  

In terms of a broader articulation of the focus of cover-
age, as well as their own understanding and commit-
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ment to covering the African continent, all interview-
ees recognize that the African continent receives pro-
portionally little coverage. Many also mentioned that 
despite being stationed in South Africa, and despite 
South Africa—Johannesburg in particular—being the 
financial hub of Africa, the South African story is no 
longer the “biggest” story. There is also a move away 
from coverage of South Africa to the broader global 
South. For example, there is an increased emphasis on 
South Africa in BRICS, but it would seem that this story 
has received less attention than, for example, coverage 
on China in Africa. As this journalist says:  

“The BRICS story is not necessarily a big story. 
South Africa is also the odd partner in the mix. This 
said, financial coverage with regards to South Afri-
can investments and economic links to the rest of 
the continent cannot be ignored. There is also a 
growing focus on China and Chinese investments in 
Africa.” (Reuters’ respondent) 

This is also confirmed through the questions asked 
around coverage with regard to coverage focusing on 
the continent. This journalist argues: 

“There is a larger focus on elections, this also true 
for domestic coverage, particularly with the Ameri-
can one coming up. More attention is also being 
paid to terrorism on the continent and its global re-
percussions.” (CBS respondent) 

Another colleague adds to this:  

“Terrorism is high on the agenda. So is the envi-
ronment, however often framed from a natural re-
source perspective, oil and ‘fracking’ for example. 
Of course, we also have the Ebola story.” (BBC re-
spondent 1) 

Furthermore, most of the journalists interviewed also 
confirm that many preconceived ideas exist about the 
African continent, with 16 out of 17 interviewees stating 
that that the most prominent of all preconceived ideas is 
the idea that Africa, bar South Africa in certain circum-
stances, is a “country”. As these two journalists say: 

“It is sad but the African continent is often seen as 
one country, as such individual nations are lumped 
together as if they were a homogenous whole. Of 
course, some of this is changing and the BBC is also 
has very good world focus and an Africa business 
focus that might change some of these percep-
tions.” (BBC respondent 2) 

“Our audiences would distinguish between South 
Africa and the rest of the continent; however, as a 
whole Africa is seen as one country, at best maybe 

some will make the distinction between an axis of 
South, North, West and East. We often have to add 
a regional tag to any country specific coverage to 
put people in the picture.” (CNN respondent) 

This also links to the critique levelled against coverage 
of the continent and how the interviewees articulate 
and acknowledge this critique and the changes they 
would like to see, including perceived impediments 
towards changing coverage.  

5.3. Acknowledgment of the Critique Levelled Against 
Coverage of the African Continent 

Many of the interviewees acknowledge the critique 
levelled against the coverage of Africa for perceivably 
over emphasizing conflict, poverty, maladministration 
and, in later years, terrorism. This journalist says:  

“There is a clear focus on the negative, very few 
stories have and can actually have a positive angle. 
Of course the more you get to know the continent 
and different countries including regional cultures 
and commonalities, your reporting will inevitably be 
more nuanced.” (AFP respondent)  

Similarly another colleague argues that: 

“As much as we can critique coverage for being one 
sided or steeped in stereotypes of the Continent as 
well as its ‘people’, I do not think that this is neces-
sarily the fault of individual journalists. I think that 
view is about 10 years out of date. The BBC, CNN, 
the Guardian and others now do quite a lot of sto-
ries that counter the old stereotypes of war, fam-
ine, disease, dictators etc. That said, of course some 
of the stereotypes persist in some outlets. I think 
that mainly comes from editors sitting in faraway 
places, some of whom have never been to Africa, 
which makes it frustrating for correspondents on 
the ground who have a much more nuanced view.” 
(Guardian respondent) 

Yet another colleague expands on this by saying:  

“There are real issues that need attention and I 
think we need to make sure that we do our job 
properly and that we do not add to or reify many of 
the preconceived ideas that already exist. I am ab-
solutely committed to this Continent and what I do, 
and even though you sometimes despair over 
comments made or stories that you feel could have 
been covered in a different manner, I do not think 
that any of my colleagues are bad journalists or that 
they harbour any particular racists or pre-conceived 
ideas that would influence coverage.” (Al Jazeera 
respondent) 
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There is an acknowledgement of the critique levelled 
against the coverage of the continent, but most inter-
viewees also say that there are real constraints put on 
foreign reporting that sometimes hamper a more nu-
anced coverage.  

5.4. Constraints and Impediments for Improving 
Coverage  

With regard to impediments and constraints towards 
improving coverage, time constraints and lack of re-
sources are brought up by most interviewees. Of the 
17 interviewees, 12 state that stories have to be filed 
very quickly; 14 interviewees cite lack of resources and 
11 argue that in particular there is a lack of resources 
to cover longer historical processes or narratives. As 
this journalist says:  

“The bigger news organizations are of course better 
resourced and rely on permanent staff rather than 
stringers and freelancers. They tend to have a bet-
ter network of people in different regions as well to 
tap in to. As much as time is often scares on break-
ing stories and resources not always there, it is the 
ad hoc stories that could provide for a different 
take on issues that would need better financing. Big 
resources were dedicated to major events like the 
World Cup, death of Nelson Mandela, Oscar Pisto-
rius trial or Ebola outbreak. I suspect most of the 
money goes on logistics: flying to west Africa to 
cover Ebola, and paying a driver and fixer there 
every day, is an expensive business. A lot of organi-
sations threw a lot of people at the Mandela story. 
This can mean that smaller stories sometimes have 
to be covered from afar: a country like Angola is 
very costly to get to and rarely features prominent-
ly. So there’s an imbalance.” (Guardian respondent) 

However, the journalists employed by larger news or-
ganisations also cite lack of resources as an impedi-
ment to improve coverage. This BBC correspondent for 
example says:  

“Lack of resources may be a bigger factor and/or 
impediment for smaller news outlets but does con-
cern us as well. Budget cuts are real and impacts on 
staffing and what we can achieve.” (BBC respond-
ent 2) 

Many of the interviewees also cite the lack of infra-
structure in some locations, and while 14 out of 17 in-
terviewees cite lack of access to infrastructure as an 
impediment, all interviewees acknowledge the fact 
that modern technology has addressed this to a certain 
degree. This is highlighted by this journalist: 

“Resources or the lack thereof, is not only about 

money. We have had staff cuts, and bureaus closed. 
There is also infrastructure to be considered, new 
cheaper communication technologies have definite-
ly changed the way we work but do not always take 
away the lack of very basic infrastructure, power 
shortages can be a real frustration on some assign-
ments.” (DPA respondent)  

Another impediment often quoted is the lack of re-
sources for research and also that fixers are absolutely 
crucial to gaining access to information and sites. These 
journalists say:  

“I have to make sure that I budget for the time 
spent on research, it is implied in the job that we 
do, but still it needs to be factored in. The time 
spent otherwise on just chasing interviews will gen-
erate little. There is no excuse for sloppy research 
but resources also have to be dedicated.” (BBC re-
spondent 1) 

“We sit with a situation where less resources are 
dedicated to foreign reporting, as such there is a 
certain amount of creativity needed to get the real, 
fuller story out there. I will not be able to get the 
stories that I want without someone who can get 
me connected, set up interviews etc. Fixers are not 
sources but often an invaluable resource to get to 
sources.” (DPA respondent)  

However, another journalist emphasizes contacts over 
research and says:  

“There is no way one can get around the im-
portance of contacts or fixers. As much as we can 
rely on research, we cannot get by without contacts 
on the ground. Much research done has to be veri-
fied.” (Financial Times respondent) 

Furthermore, many of the interviewees acknowledge 
that the “pooling” together of foreign journalists—
thought of as “pack journalism”—is hard to avoid. As 
pre-planned events feature high on the agenda, foreign 
correspondent often know where they will be and 
what stories they will cover, and they also share infor-
mation with each other. There is no direct competition 
for stories around pre-planned events, apart from be-
ing larger news organizations or smaller ones. As these 
two journalists say:  

“I am in no direct competition with anyone else, bar 
other Swedish media present on the Continent, 
such as the Swedish radio and Dagens Nyheter, and 
it is unlikely that my stories will be picked up by any 
of my international colleagues.” (SVT respondent) 

“There is no real competition for stories or scoops. 
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More than anything I think we work alongside each 
other and recognizing that we are colleagues often 
covering the same stories.” (AFP respondent) 

There is also a sense that it is prudent to share resources 
when resources are scarce; in remote locations journal-
ists are often forced to do so. This journalist argues:  

“For many stories out of South Africa the foreign 
corps tends to stay at the same hotels, go to the 
same locations, attend the same press briefings etc. 
This is a common practice. Often you have to set up 
very quickly and for smaller news organizations it 
might be necessary to share certain resources. I 
think we are all averse to sharing sources and fixers 
though. I might ask a colleague for some tips or 
help on certain stories but at the end of the day you 
want to have your unique inside on a story.” (Fi-
nancial Times respondent) 

Overall, there is a sense that stories need to be geared 
towards and tailored to a domestic audience and the 
knowledge base of domestic audiences. Of course, 
many of the correspondents interviewed file stories for 
both domestic and world news bulletins and pro-
grammes. This raises questions around role orienta-
tions and how foreign correspondents look upon their 
own roles and how they articulate ideas around the 
public interest and the perceived impact of their sto-
ries. This will be elaborated on later in this article.  

Another impediment cited is the perceived lack of 
interest in African stories, with 15 out of 17 interview-
ees stating that stories about Africa or emanating from 
the continent are not made a priority as there is little 
interest from the audience. This also seems a particular 
issue for smaller news markets. And while larger news 
organisations, such as the BBC, have direct historical 
links to the continent, smaller news outlets and nations 
and more remote news markets have to justify their sto-
ries on other grounds and work to create an interest 
among domestic audiences. This Swedish journalist says: 

“Sweden is a small country. I am often happy to get 
any coverage at all and have to work hard to sell 
stories to my editors at home unless there is an 
immediate interest in a story, such as an election, 
or conflict.” (SVT respondent) 

It is also clear from the interviews that journalists have 
to work harder to submit their stories, unless there is 
an immediate conflict/war situation or pre-planned 
event, such as an election, major summit or official 
government/state ceremony. The idea of selling other 
stories and the difficulties faced in doing so is con-
firmed by all the interviewees. This journalist says:  

“It is not always so that bad news is emphasized 

over other stories; however, an immediate crisis 
will have to be covered if deemed significant 
enough or relevant to a domestic audience or a 
global audience. Other stories are covered but will 
not be given the same priority. It is the bigger im-
pact stories that get covered.” (Deutshe Welle re-
spondent) 

As such, there is also an acknowledgement of the fact 
that to stand a chance to be published, stories of or 
from the continent need to conform to thematic issues 
such as conflict, elections/leadership change, natural 
resources (often in relation to domestic economic in-
terests), natural conflicts, and domestic political inter-
est. As this journalist says:  

“The stories right now are terrorism but also El Ni-
ño, both stories with a direct link and relevance to 
American domestic coverage and politics.” (CBS re-
spondent) 

5.5. Framing 

The idea of news frames and the fact that stories have to 
conform to certain frames or pre-set news evalua-
tion/worthiness criteria is confirmed by all interviewees. 
This is exemplified through the following responses:  

“There is always a domestic angle to consider un-
less the story is pitched for the world news. Domes-
tic stories are often hinged on a clear relevance an-
gle, world news of course less so and this is where 
we see the conflict, terrorism or natural disaster 
stories.” (BBC respondent 1) 

Likewise another journalist states: 

“We do have to conform to certain frames or an-
gles. War and conflict might feature prominently 
and will always make headlines, however there is 
an increasing focus on economic news, often de-
pendent on a clear domestic angle though.” (LA 
Times respondent) 

Correspondingly, arts and culture, the environment 
and sport coverage is not viable unless connected to 
the thematic issues set out previously; for example, 
conflict, elections/leadership change, natural re-
sources, natural disasters, and domestic political inter-
est. This journalist says: 

“Of course sport is a beat on its own, art and cul-
ture less so. There is space for this as well but only 
if there is a real angle to the story that talks to 
something already known to our readers. Artists 
struggling amidst war, artists highlighting aspects of 
political conflict, etc.” (AFP respondent) 
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All interviewees also confirm that pre-planned events 
get more and “better” coverage unless there is an im-
minent crisis or disaster with clear domestic angles or 
long-term global implications, as with terrorism and 
stories related to terrorism.  

Furthermore, 12 out of 17 interviewees say that 
human-interest stories are often disregarded, unless 
directly related to broader thematic issues, as in the 
case of art stories or coverage of sports men and wom-
en. However, it is interesting to note that human inter-
est stories about terrorism are actually sought in order 
to set out, explain, and profile who the terrorists are 
and to give a “human” face to the threat. In particular, 
the foreign news media seems to focus on issues of 
new recruits to terrorist organisations on the conti-
nent. This journalist says:  

“We have done a few stories on terrorists them-
selves and there is definite interest in new recruits 
and people who have been radicalized, particularly 
if these are people from communities known to the 
audience. I guess these are human-interest stories 
to a certain extent.” (AP respondent 2) 

Another journalist expands on this:  

“The terrorist story is frightfully compelling. It is the 
girl or boy next-door analogy that is so frightening; 
people that our audiences have refused to see and 
relate to: The new immigrant wave into Europe, but 
also the unexpected housewife, the radicalized 
suburban working classes etc.” (BBC respondent 2) 

Many interviewees acknowledge the presence of the-
matic frames as an impediment to alternative coverage 
and also say that conflict is covered to a higher extent 
than other topics. However, it is not necessarily over-
emphasised; for example, coverage is proportionate to 
issues observed “on the ground”. As this journalist 
says: 

“We cannot disregard the problems on the ground; 
the fact is that the African continent remains the 
poorest. If we did not recognize this something 
would be wrong. Coverage would be very skew if 
we ignored the plight caused by wars on the conti-
nent. This also stands as a counter argument to the 
fact that Africa gets little or no coverage.” (CNN re-
spondent) 

Further, there is an acknowledgment of the fact that 
there is little space or grounds for coverage of inter-
ludes of peace or absence of war, or as phrased by 
Pearce (2005) “outbreaks of peace”; 13 of the 17 inter-
viewees state that “peace”, peace negotiations and ab-
sence of open conflict is not newsworthy. As this jour-
nalist says:  

“South Sudan is a brilliant example of a story that 
comes and goes and then wears off the radar again. 
It is difficult to establish where one conflict ends 
and another one takes over. Sure we could cover 
interludes of peace or transitional arrangements 
but there is little space and interest for this.” 
(Guardian respondent) 

Another journalist adds:  

“It might seem crude, but much reporting is reac-
tive, as such coverage is centred on breaking stories 
unless there is an ongoing conflict. Peace has to be 
contrasted and juxtaposed to something. The South 
African transition was a peaceful one, however, 
even with regards to this story there was an ele-
ment of something out of the ordinary, a civil war 
that did not happen.” (Reuters’ respondent) 

Interesting to note, however, is as the Swedish Public 
Broadcaster’s correspondent says: 

“Sweden by virtue of being a smaller country with a 
well defined and quite homogenous audience, ac-
tually has more space for more nuanced stories and 
analysis. There is also a real focus on positive news 
from the Continent in terms of development in var-
ious areas.” (SVT respondent) 

5.6. Role Conceptualizations  

While most of the interviewees firmly see themselves 
as journalists in the liberal tradition of journalism as a 
watchdog, 11 of the 17 interviewees acknowledge that 
there is less emphasis on the watchdog role, because 
there is no one to hold directly accountable, compared 
to domestic coverage. For example, this journalist ar-
gues:  

“There is not much scope for investigative work. 
Most stories tend to rely on reporting of facts, sce-
narios and sometimes an historical expose. As much 
as you want to hold governments and corrupt lead-
ers including international organizations and insti-
tutions accountable, there is little room for arguing 
a direct link to holding elected leaders accountable. 
Of course the watchdog role is important but dif-
ferent from domestic coverage.” (DPA respondent) 

However, all interviewees are clear on their role with 
regard to reporting in the public interest—this is 
somewhat contradictory to the idea of not emphasizing 
the watchdog role where no one is to be held directly 
accountable. This journalist says:  

“Of course foreign reporting is in the public interest 
as much as domestic coverage. Let’s face it; despite 
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increased online and social media activity, foreign 
news is often seen as more reliable and factual. I 
guess we act as intermediaries.” (Deutsche Welle 
respondent) 

However, this view is also somewhat negated by this 
journalist, who argues:  

“I sometimes wonder if my role is not rendered ob-
solete by the fact that people can now access in-
formation online, direct accounts of events by 
sources on the ground. This said, I also know that 
editors back home and audiences I suppose like an 
intermediary, someone who speaks the same lan-
guage and shares the same conventions for report-
ing.” (Dagens Nyheter respondent) 

From the interviews, it appears that most of the inter-
viewees feel that they contribute to a knowledge base 
for domestic audiences that would not have been there 
unless domestic coverage was also complimented by 
foreign coverage; 13 out of 17 interviewees specifically 
state that they have a direct mandate to educate and 
to bring issues otherwise not covered to the attention 
of domestic audiences. Two journalists argue: 

“With resources scarce and less commitment to 
foreign coverage, the work that is being done is 
even more important. There are issues that risk 
sliding off the agenda unless there is a concerted 
effort on our behalf to keep them there.” (Guardian 
respondent) 

“During the world cup in South Africa in 2010, I had 
many comments and questions from people. Every-
thing from questions such as, what is the Capital of 
Ghana, does it snow in South Africa, to highly com-
plex questions around the African economy and the 
environment. Of course there was an increased fo-
cus on Africa and South Africa then but it goes to 
show that audience interest is piqued when stories 
are covered more prominently, it generates inter-
est.” (BBC respondent 1)  

Of the 17 interviewees, 12 also state that they are seen 
and sought after as experts; as such, they are often 
asked to contribute commentary and analysis to other 
media outlets and domestic current affairs program-
ming. Many are also asked to contribute analysis to or-
ganizations and institutions outside the news media.  

What then of alternative models and practices that 
could contribute to a different coverage? 

5.7. Awareness and Openness to Alternative Practices 

All interviewees explicitly acknowledge that they would 
like to cover stories other than “the run of the mill war, 

conflict and human suffering” (BBC respondent 2) and 
that when they do, this coverage should be given more 
prominence. This journalist says: 

“Of course I would like to do a broad range of sto-
ries, and I would like to contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the region or continent as a whole. 
Yes, we need different stories to counter certain 
stereotypical narratives.” (Reuters’ respondent) 

Similarly, another journalist says:  

“My sense is that you have to continue to pitch the 
‘alternative’ stories, often you can pin a smaller sto-
ry to a bigger one. I try to make sure that when I 
travel I always have a few stories lined up. I realize 
though that these can be inane, there is always one 
or two stories on the once flourishing city, hotel 
etc.; however, I try to do the stories that will add to 
the overall coverage and that hopefully will give 
people a better understanding of a particular coun-
try and the politics of any one situation.” (Al Jazeera 
respondent) 

In this regard, all interviewees acknowledge that inter-
est and new agendas have to be fostered. This journal-
ist says:  

“The more coverage the better, and the more we 
focus on the real issues, the more interest it will 
generate. With regard to viewer fatigue, I am not so 
sure this is correct, the real issue probably has 
more to do with how things are covered.” (BBC re-
spondent 1) 

And while most interviewees acknowledge the need 
for change and broader coverage, the idea of PJ as an 
alternative practice is little known. Of the 17 inter-
viewees, 10 are aware of the notion of PJ as an alterna-
tive journalistic model, and four have a clear idea of 
the main tenets of PJ, as it has been articulated in the 
scholarly literature as well as in more popular discus-
sions around the concept. Eight out of the 17 inter-
viewees also express real skepticism towards the no-
tion and see it as little else than “an idealistic academic 
exercise of little relevance for facilitating any real 
change” (AP respondent 2). This is also exemplified by 
the following responses:  

“I am not sure what you mean by Peace Journalism. 
I recognize the need for alternative stories and for 
broadening the scope of stories, but I am not sure 
you can always set up models for how things should 
be done. There are often ethical questions that 
come up but these are often not universal and have 
to be attended to within the context of a particular 
story. Most of us already adhere to fairly strict 
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regulations as to what we can and should do within 
the realm of our profession and the stories we cov-
er.” (AFP respondent) 

“I am not entirely sure what Peace Journalism por-
tends to be. Many of my colleagues are fairly sea-
soned journalists and many of us train and mentor 
younger colleagues and the knowledge required in 
the field is often very different from what you 
might be able to set up as the norm. I would rather 
say that we need to tap in to this knowledge base 
when we train new journalist and younger col-
leagues rather than spending time setting up theo-
retical models for how things ought to be done.” 
(Reuters’ respondent) 

However, 14 out of the 17 interviewees also acknowledge 
some of the ideas of PJ as interesting and valid. In par-
ticular, ideas around sources and the inclusion of a 
broader range of views in media coverage are empha-
sised by the interviewees. These two journalists say: 

“I think it is an interesting model and we need to 
take the criticism on board and change coverage for 
the better. I am not saying that all coverage is bad 
but there is always room for improvement. Maybe 
because I am an old hand at this, I can see the re-
sistance to change. I think younger colleagues how-
ever a probably more open and more critical.” (BBC 
respondent 2) 

“I can see the need for changing some of our prac-
tices and there seems to be a strong argument in 
Peace Journalism for a broader more inclusive way 
of engaging sources. We know women are under-
represented in news coverage and less used as 
sources for stories.” (LA Times respondent) 

This also links to the acknowledgement that comes 
through in the interviews with regard to how stories 
often emphasize conflict through pitting differing views 
against one another, emphasizing a conflict frame, ra-
ther than common ground. These journalists say:  

“It is true that much coverage is either one sided or 
steeped in a way that might trump up competing 
views. However, conflicts are not based on agree-
ment but disagreement. It is difficult to see how 
some stories could be covered differently. This is 
not to say that there isn’t room for a wider spec-
trum of views and that we sometimes could do a 
better job at seeking out alternative views.” (AFP 
respondent) 

“We could do a better job seeking out new views 
points and sources, or even make a point out of as-
certaining where there is consensus. I have done 

several stories on the ANC and the EFF and how 
found many commonalities in the ways in which 
they articulate certain political issues, this has been 
missed all together in the coverage here; instead 
they are just seen as constantly being at each oth-
ers’ throats.” (AP respondent 2) 

As much as the interviewees acknowledge that biases 
towards one party or one single view should be avoid-
ed, all say that official sources are often more accessi-
ble. However, this does not seem to spring from an 
idea of embedded journalism or a fascination with the 
army or military; instead, 16 out of 17 interviewees 
state that there is a real need to try to capture the 
views of the warring or opposing factions, in order to 
give an accurate account of a situation. This journalist 
says:  

“It is true that we often have to rely on official 
sources. However, we also engage ‘militia men’ and 
other parties involved. These are people who can 
give one perspective that is as valid as any other 
even if perceivably wrong. If we didn’t we would 
not do a proper job” (AP respondent 1) 

In addition, all interviewees say that they always en-
sure that they capture the view of people directly af-
fected by a conflict even though not directly involved—
this may include civilians, peace negotiators and repre-
sentatives from international organizations and institu-
tions. This journalist says:  

“You have to make sure that you reflect the views 
of all stakeholders, opposition parties, aid organisa-
tions, the international community etc. as well as 
the views of ordinary people who are directly af-
fected and who often bear the grunt of conflict and 
war.” (CNN respondent) 

Of the 17 interviewees, 14 argue that it is difficult not 
to take sides, particularly in a war zone. This journalist 
says: 

“I interviewed some of the mothers and families of 
the abducted girls in Nigeria and it was interesting 
to note that many of the women did not lash out 
against the abductors; instead their concern was 
solely focused on getting their daughters back. 
Meanwhile, I could not help but feeling absolutely 
full of hatred.” (Reuters respondent) 

Similarly, a colleague argues:  

“It’s difficult not to take sides but sometimes nec-
essary. I generally think we should take the side of 
civilians and victims, not one armed faction or an-
other. I prefer journalism that allows the victims to 
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do the talking rather than shows too much atti-
tude.” (Guardian respondent) 

Furthermore, 14 out of the 17 interviewees agree that 
while there might be a need for the visual aspects of 
stories to be down-played and narratives strengthened 
in some instances, more often than not they do com-
plement each other. 

“Of course much of the audience view of the conti-
nent is based on visuals of wars, poverty and fam-
ine. These images stay and without proper contex-
tualization and narration coverage will be 
superficial. However, visuals also do provide con-
text and both print and television are reliant on 
good photographers and cameramen. We cannot 
only rely on footage though and need to make sure 
we employ reporters who knows their stuff and 
who can set a story out in such a way that footage 
does not mislead.” (BBC respondent 2) 

This also links to the seeming consensus that emerges 
from the interviews; giving the idea that contextualiza-
tion is more important than solely reporting facts. This 
is exemplified in this response: 

“Foreign reporting gets less space than domestic 
news coverage and in broadcast bulletins even less 
so. And as short as an insert might be, context is 
everything. You need to become a master at getting 
as much information in as possible. If you don’t you 
end up simplifying and cementing stereo-
types.”(CNN respondent)  

While there may be a lack of knowledge around the 
notion of PJ in particular, there is an overall openness 
towards alternatives and new ideas and practices. 
Many of the comments and responses from the inter-
viewees also relate to ideas of PJ, although not always 
articulated as such by the journalists themselves. Most 
recognize the need for giving peace—and narratives 
about peace and peaceful resolutions—a greater place 
in foreign coverage. However, time and lack of re-
sources are often cited as major impediments for seek-
ing out alternative stories and implementing new ways 
of reporting.  

6. Concluding Remarks 

This article assesses awareness towards the critique 
levelled against coverage of the African continent, as 
well as alternative narratives and news frames, prac-
tices and models for journalism among a select group 
of foreign correspondents covering the African conti-
nent. Particular attention is given to ideas and re-
sponses to PJ as an alternative model for reporting. 

The interviews show that there is a clear sense that 

much of the critique levelled against the reporting of 
the African continent is valid and recognized as such by 
the interviewees. The interviews confirm—from stud-
ies that have established—that there is an overwhelm-
ing emphasis on war and conflict in the news media. 
However, while studies have focused on the idea that 
the news media thrives on a logic that seeks out con-
flict and emphasizes “bad news”, many of the inter-
viewees instead articulate ideas that—rather than 
over-emphasise conflict—the role of journalism is to 
report what is seen and experienced. There is little 
ground for reporting peace or absence of war, as the 
reality often looks very different. Whether these per-
ceptions hold up or not, on the one hand they perceiv-
ably refute the idea that the news media only seeks 
out “bad” news, and on the other hand they confirm 
the idea that the media does give conflict more atten-
tion than peace and absence of war.  

There is also a real sense from the interviewees 
that the focus on conflict rather than peace has little to 
do with a lack of knowledge of the conflicts and coun-
tries that they cover, and that they are aware of stay-
ing clear of stereotyped and sensationalist coverage. 
However, the interviewees all agree that more could 
be done to broaden the scope of stories and to make 
sure that a multitude of voices and sources are includ-
ed in coverage, in order to avoid an overt polarisation 
of the views of main stakeholders. However, and in ad-
dition to this, all interviewees say that they try to make 
sure that they also capture the views of people on the 
ground, civilians, peace negotiators and representa-
tives from international organizations and institutions. 
Many also refute that there is what Galtung (1986) la-
bels a “militarist bias” favouring official sources, and 
instead argue that ideas of relying on official sources or 
quoting army sources or “militia men” springs from a 
need to reflect underlying causes of conflict and ideas 
of parties that perceivably are driving forces behind a 
conflict. This of course contradicts the critique levelled 
against foreign coverage for neglecting to report on 
underlying causes of conflicts and for simplifying these.  

Many of the interviewees also say that they feel 
“trapped between the need to contextualize events 
and at the same time recognizing that space and time 
is limited” (AFP respondent), independent of reporting 
for print, radio or television. The interviewees are all 
acutely aware of their roles as intermediaries and in-
terpreters of events to audiences often far removed 
from the issues on the ground, both geographically and 
perceptually, often with little or no knowledge of the 
continent, let alone the events taking place. 

Reporting also seems to be emphasized over inves-
tigative journalism, while the watchdog role is less 
pronounced and pre-planned events are given priority 
over ad-hoc stories pitched by the individual journal-
ists. There is also less competition, and as such scoops 
are less relevant to beat a competing news outlet. This 
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said, all interviewees acknowledged the need for re-
search and pointed out that with regard to how they 
see their own role, serving in the public interest is no 
less important in foreign reporting than in domestic 
coverage whether working for a global or national me-
dia organization.  

With regard to news frames and reporting conven-
tions that emphasize conflict over conflict resolution 
and polarization of views over common ground, most 
interviewees argue that while it is not their role to acts 
as “peace-makers” and that there is little room for 
covering absence of war or conflict, more could be 
done to reflect alternative views that might reflect that 
consensus or common ground exists, even between 
two warring or opposing factions. However, many also 
point out that this is made difficult, as sources are of-
ten hard to reach, particularly in situations where there 
is little time to prepare and do the research needed to 
find alternative sources—as with “breaking stories”. 
This is also where foreign correspondents often be-
come heavily reliant on so-called “fixers”; for example, 
people on the ground with particular knowledge or 
contact networks as confirmed by Murrell (2015). Fix-
ers then become the main gatekeepers of sources of 
information.  

Overall, many of the interviewees acknowledge 
some of the problems with regard to foreign report-
ing—and the reporting of the African continent in par-
ticular. Lack of resources is quoted as a major impedi-
ment towards changing reporting. Time constraints 
seem to be the major obstacle, as is the lack of human 
resources and funds for research to cover all parts of 
the continent and all stories in equal measure. It is in-
teresting to note that while smaller national news out-
lets emphasize a lack of resources and a perceived dis-
advantage compared to larger news organizations—
which are perceivably better staffed and better fund-
ed—many of the larger media organizations will report 
more or less the same constraints in terms of funding 
and other resources, such as staffing and infrastructure.  

It is interesting to note that while lack of resources 
is quoted as an impediment to better and fuller cover-
age, there seems to be no lack of knowledge of the 
broader issues on the ground and or problems and op-
portunities on the continent. This is seemingly con-
firmed by the fact that the majority of the interviewees 
have some prior knowledge of and interest in the Afri-
can continent and/or specific regions or countries. 
Many also show a genuine interest in the job and a 
commitment to giving their audiences nuanced and 
well-informed coverage of the continent. Many also re-
ject the idea of “pack journalism” and instead argue 
that often the idea of “pooling together” is prudent in 
order to share resources and information.  

Most importantly, the interviewees all acknowledge 
much of the critique levelled against the coverage of 
the African continent and foreign reporting and cover-

age more generally. However, with some reservations, 
and while many acknowledge the need for change in 
some areas, the idea of adopting new models for re-
porting seems less of a priority than strengthening par-
ticular areas where a re-thinking of practices might be 
needed. PJ, as a model for reporting, is seemingly given 
little credence. Many would also agree with some of 
the injunctions made against PJ for being too idealistic 
and removed from some of the realities of journalism 
and the stories and story angles deemed to be in the 
public interest.  

However, many of the interviewees also quote 
many of the tenets of PJ as desirable and already in 
place, even though they are not always articulated as 
such. There is a sense that actual practices, as well as 
some of the desired changes to the same, are less con-
tradictory than they are made out to be in scholarly ar-
guments that juxtapose practices in terms of “war 
journalism” vis-à-vis “peace journalism”. As such, the 
discourse around, and the critique levelled against for-
eign reporting might have more to do with a disjunc-
ture between theory and practice—the academy and 
industry—and the two would do well to engage with 
each other. This is where PJ as a model might open up 
a space for this engagement. PJ is not only a theoretical 
model to be tested against examples of coverage, but 
addresses practices and offers advice on how reporting 
can be done.  
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Abstract 
Few countries in the world have introduced media education into their curriculums. Montenegro became one of them 
in 2009, when “media literacy” was introduced as an optional subject for 16 and 17 year old students of Gymnasium 
high schools. This article presents the findings of the first and only research conducted so far on media education in 
Montenegro. It is a national case study which examines the potential of media education to change the school culture 
and accelerate education system reform towards embracing the new digital education paradigm in the future. The fo-
cus is on the results of research conducted through in-depth interviews with media literacy teachers all over the coun-
try. Despite the many challenges, all teachers identify the potential of media education to strengthen some of the key 
competences of the students and to improve their motivation and academic performance. They also identify potential 
to change positively school culture by transforming teachers into “cultural mediators” (Morcellini, 2007) and by sup-
porting the formation of a “participative culture” (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013) in schools. Th is research recommends focus-
ing education reform on spreading the media education pedagogy to the entire curriculum in order to embrace the new 
digital education paradigm in the future. 
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1. Introduction 

“The skills, practices and dispositions students are 
encouraged to develop are filtered through a system 
designed for an outdated world. The system, built on 
a “just-in-case” model of learning (Collins & Halver-
son, 2009), prepares learners for a life of information 
consumption but not of active circulation, of critical 
analysis but not of creative activity (Lankshear & 
Knobel, 2007).” (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013, kindle loc 
523-533 of 4643) 

The digital revolution introduced changes that are 
leading to a new digital communication paradigm, 
which will need a corresponding, new digital education 

paradigm. Technological changes have led to a dra-
matic increase in the number of people who are not 
only acting as the audience, but also as authors of mes-
sages through multiple media platforms at the same 
time. Such a thing was not possible in the pre-digital 
age. Hence, there is a shift from individual to collective 
media engagement, collaboration and networking. (Pe-
rez Tornero & Varis, 2010). Consequently, both the key 
concepts of media literacy and its research methodolo-
gy need to be updated in order to be relevant for the 
digital media and participatory culture (Jenkins, 2010). 
Also, school pedagogy and curriculum must follow 
these changes in order to teach the competencies that 
students will need in the society of the 21st century. In 
other words, within the digital society, schools will 
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have to embrace a new, digital education paradigm.  
In particular, in this context, the notion of media 

literacy needs to be updated to include digital literacy. 
Similarly, in order not to remain analogue in a digital 
world, schools need to teach both the old and new lit-
eracies. The new literacies are known under different 
terms in the international scientific debate—critical lit-
eracy and digital literacies (Carrington & Robinson, 
2009; Jones & Hafner, 2012), critical digital literacy 
(Dowdall, 2009), new media literacies (Jenkins & Kelley, 
2013), media literacy 2.0 (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012), 
media literacy (Perez Tornero & Varis, 2010), etc.  

Digital competence, which one needs to acquire in 
order to become digitally literate, is defined as “the 
ability to access, analyze, evaluate and communicate 
messages in a variety of forms” (Aufderheide, 1993; 
Christ & Potter, 1998). 

The concept of digital competence is widely dis-
cussed and this article refers to the model of digital 
competences developed by Cortoni and Lo Presti 
(2014). It identifies five types of digital competences: 
access, critical thinking, creative media production, 
media awareness and civic participation.  

In the following paragraphs, each type of these 
competences is briefly explained. Further, this article 
connects five types of digital competences to the in-
ternational scientific debate and hence, proposes a 
map of digital competences presented in Figure 1. 

The access competence refers to the students’ ability 
to “read and write” digital media. Hence, they need to 
learn not only linear, but also non-linear reading typical 
for the digital media (Ferri, 2011; Simone, 2012; Veen & 
Vrakking, 2006) and thus, develop iconographic compe-
tences (Veen & Vrakking, 2006). Students also need to 
be able to respond to the text in the digital language or 
to learn “participatory reading” (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013). 
Since today’s students live in an attention economy 
(Goldhaber, 1997), it is crucial for them to acquire the 
multitasking competences (Jenkins, 2010). They also 
need to be aware of the different digital languages or of 
the subcategories of the netspeak (Crystal, 2001) such as 
the language of emails, the language of the chat groups 
and so on. Similarly, Gee (2008) talks about the need to 
know social languages and explains how users of differ-
ent affinity spaces—those contributing to a blog, those 
playing an online game or friends of one social net-
work—tend to use “social language” that differentiates 
them from the members of other groups. Also, students 
need to know to communicate through emoticon (Jones 
& Hafner, 2012). Finally, they need to be aware of the 
cultures of use of different media (Jones & Hafner, 
2012), which depend on the interaction between the 
medium advantages and disadvantages and the expecta-
tions, norms and vales that different users connect to it. 

The critical thinking competence is related to the 
ability to reflect critically on the media contents. It in-
cludes the ability to perform zapping, i.e. identifying 

essential information in the ocean of messages and im-
ages and constructing a meaningful system of 
knowledge based on it (Veen & Vrakking, 2006). It also 
includes filtering or the ability to select and prioritize 
information (Jones & Hafner, 2012). Further, this com-
petence includes both networking, the ability to 
search, summarize and disseminate information, and 
the transmedia navigation or the capacity to follow a 
stream of stories and information through different 
media platforms (Jenkins, 2010).  

The creative media production competence refers 
to the capacity to write for the digital media or to ex-
press oneself and interact effectively through the pro-
duction of new contents and messages. Hence, the 
students need to learn to use effectively specific lan-
guages of different digital media and online communi-
ties such as, for example, blogging, video blogging and 
digital storytelling (Jones & Hafner, 2012). They also 
need to become capable of using and modifying differ-
ent contents already available online. In other words, 
they need to be able to remix or modify some aspects 
of an existing message and mash-up or mix two or 
more messages to make a new one, (Jenkins & Kelley, 
2013; Jones & Hafner, 2012; Manovich, 2007) while re-
specting the copyright and, particularly, the rules relat-
ed to the Creative Commons Licensing (Lessig, 2004). 
Further, this competence includes the capacity to ap-
propriate media or to use them in a new social context 
(Jones & Hafner, 2012). Also, sometimes, students 
need to be able to adapt or use the medium in a way 
that was not originally programmed by the inventor to 
make it more appropriate to the personal objectives 
(Jones & Hafner, 2012). Players of video games often 
do this by adding new content to the game or creating 
a new game based on the elements of the available 
one and the mod indicates the modified videogame. 
(Jones & Hafner, 2012). This competence also includes 
the ability of mixing two or more media in a way to 
combine their advantages in order to overcome their 
limits and do new things which none of these media 
can do alone (Jones & Hafner, 2012). Finally, since we 
are constantly exposed to a huge number of messages, 
students need to learn how to draw attention and 
make their messages interesting by acquiring compe-
tences like the ones that Lankshear and Knobel pro-
pose. These two authors use the word “memeing” to 
indicate the ability to disseminate ideas, while they re-
fer to the ability to share information with “attention 
transacting” and to the ability to link the messages 
with celebrities to ensure greater dissemination with 
“transferring”. Further, they talk about the ability to 
make attractive messages and call it “contact display-
ing”, as well as about the ability to present different 
points of views, which they indicate as “framing and 
encapsulating” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007). All of these 
competences fall under the category of the creative 
media production, as they teach the student how to 
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make an interesting message, how to disseminate it ef-
fectively to different audiences and how to draw more 

attention to it by sharing it with the greatest number of 
people possible. 

 
Figure 1. The map of digital competences. 
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The media awareness competence refers to the abil-
ity to use the media to communicate while respecting 
cultural differences, privacy and, in general, the norms 
of the specific sociocultural context within which one in-
teracts. To start with, students need to acquire an 
awareness of how their reading of messages on digital 
media is conditioned by the way these media function. 
For example, they are limited in the reading of hypertext 
by the choice of links proposed by the author (Jones & 
Hafner, 2012). Similarly, they need to understand mean-
ings of the PageRank algorithm (used by the Google 
search engine to rate the relevance of items appearing 
in a search based on their hypertextual relations with 
other items online), personalized algorithm (which filters 
and ranks data based on the user’s personal choices and 
past behaviour online) and social algorithm (which al-
lows groups of people to filter and rank data one for an-
other) (Jones & Hafner, 2012). Moreover, students also 
need to be able to assess the credibility and reliability of 
different sources of information online. This compe-
tence is described as “judgement” by Jenkins (2010) and 
as “communication” by Hoechsmann & Poyntz (2012). 
Further, the school needs to teach about the media bias 
or the way different media distort our vision of the reali-
ty and the way in which we can interact with it. (Jones & 
Hafner, 2012) This fundamental ability for a critical me-
dia awareness is already part of media literacy 1.0 and it 
now needs to be updated with reference to the digital 
media. Also, having in mind the new forms of marketing 
for children—interactive marketing (Montgomery, Grier, 
Chester, & Dorfman, 2011) or interactive advertising 
(Mazzarella, 2007)—which disseminate the same mes-
sage through different media, all the competences 
which make students capable of critically reflecting on 
the media and of using them with critical awareness be-
come essential in the digital age. Further, consumption 
and surveillance are examples of competences that need 
to be taught in order to make students aware of the pri-
vacy and the economic model that is behind the social 
networks—the sale of the data about the users to the 
advertising agencies (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012). 
Hence, students need to learn to manage properly their 
identities and relations online in order to acquire the 
competence of the management of the online impres-
sion (Jones & Hafner, 2012). Finally, they need to be-
come aware of the concepts of copyright and plagiarism, 
which assume a new meaning in the remix culture.  

“Plagiarism is using someone else’s work without 
attribution….Although the conduct of plagiarism 
may overlap with copyright infringement, the two 
concepts are distinct. You can plagiarize from 
Shakespeare, but you’ll never have a copyright 
problem, since his works are in the public domain. 
Plagiarism is an ethical problem handled by teach-
ers and schools; copyright infringement is a legal 
problem handled by courts.” (Hobbs, 2010, p. 8) 

For this purpose, students need to practice remix, 
mash-up, appropriating, adapting, modding, digital sto-
ry-telling and similar competences in order to fully un-
derstand the meaning of plagiarism and the legal and 
ethical framework of the alternative to the copyright 
known as the Creative Commons Licensing born after 
the digital revolution (Lessig, 2004). 

Finally, the fifth competence of civic participation 
refers to the effective use of media aimed at taking 
part in the society, community and different profes-
sional, social and cultural networks. First, the definition 
of culture needs to be updated to include the online 
culture and the introduction of students to the norms 
and practices of socialization in different online com-
munities, social networks or affinity spaces (Jones & 
Hafner, 2012). For example, affinity spaces are online 
spaces where people interact in order to promote a 
specific interest or achieve a common objective (Gee, 
2013). Hence, the school needs to teach collaborative 
competences (Veen & Vrakking, 2006) like peer pro-
duction or the collaborative production of information 
in which a large number of volunteers, connected 
through a network, work together to promote certain 
projects (Jones & Hafner, 2012). Second, students need 
to acquire the competence of collective intelligence or 
the ability to put together their knowledge and con-
front their opinions with others in order to achieve a 
common objective. Similarly, they need the compe-
tence of distributed expertise or the ability to interact 
in a meaningful way with instruments that expand 
mental capacities (Jenkins, 2010). 

Knowledge is, thus, shared through a large network 
of persons and instruments and anyone can access it 
through the new media. Wikipedia is an example of an 
online space where students can practice all of these 
competences and be part of the participatory culture 
(Jenkins, 2010). Therefore, within schools, students 
should access networked publics in order to acquire, 
within this new context, the competences which are 
necessary for public participation in the digital age (Ito et 
al., 2009). For example, they need to develop compe-
tences like lurking or being present in an online space 
like a chatroom or a message-board without participat-
ing in the interactions. Since there are abuses online, 
students also need to learn to be responsible members 
of the participatory culture and to recognize and stop 
flaming i.e. abusing someone online (Jones & Hafner, 
2012). Finally, the online space is often much more mul-
ticultural than the offline one and so, students need to 
learn to respect different cultures and points of view by 
acquiring competences like negotiation (Jenkins, 2010) 
and communication (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012). 

Now, in order to teach digital competences effec-
tively, the school needs to make its pedagogy “digital”. 
Many pedagogical principles proposed by scientists 
worldwide for this purpose are not new, as they belong 
to the ongoing transformation of pedagogy in the last 
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decades. However, these principles are an essential 
part of the future digital education paradigm. Although 
they are cross-cutting, Table 1 links various cultural and 
educational practices proposed by authors for teaching 
digital competences with the type of digital compe-
tence that they seems most relevant to and this is fur-
ther explained in the following paragraphs. 

Parallel pedagogy stands for teaching old and new 
literacies together at the same time, as students can 
analyse the advantages and disadvantages and similari-
ties and differences of different media (Chaka, 2009; 
Jenkins & Kelley, 2013; Leander, 2009). In this way, 
students develop both the access and the media 
awareness competences. 

In order to be more effective and motivating for 
students growing up in the digital world, schools need 
to acquire more flexibility in learning, contents, group 
work, etc. (Cortoni, 2009; Gee, 2013; Jenkins & Kelley, 
2013; Veen & Vrakking, 2006) This is particularly im-
portant for developing the access competence, as 
when one does not know much about the new media, 
it is essential to motivate him/her to overcome the dig-

ital divide through a flexible learning approach. 
In order to develop students’ critical thinking, me-

dia awareness and creative media production compe-
tences in the age of convergence, intertextuality and 
multimodality, it is necessary to have them study and 
compare how one text is presented in different media 
so that they can understand how it is disseminated and 
what impact it leaves on the contemporary culture. 
(Jenkins & Kelley, 2013) This is done through critical 
framing (Kerin, 2009) and critical media production 
(Morrel et al., 2013). 

Further, to develop the creative production compe-
tence, classes need to be organized according to the 
immersion principle, which has students immerged in a 
learning environment with multimedia resources (Veen 
& Vrakking, 2006). This is similar to the experiences that 
students live in the out-of-school digital environment. 
For this reason, schools need to allow students more 
freedom to self-manage the learning process (Veen & 
Vrakking, 2006). In this way, teachers are transformed 
in tutors or cultural mediators instead of being author-
ities who transmit the knowledge (Morcellini, 2007).   

Table 1. The map of digital competences and the related educational and cultural practices. 

Type of competence Digital competences Educational and cultural practices 

Access non linear reading; iconographic 
competences; participatory reading; 
multi-tasking; zapping; filtering; 
networking; transmedia navigation 

parallel pedagogy (Leander, 2009); flexibility 
(Cortoni, 2009; Gee, 2013; Jenkins & Kelley, 
2013; Veen & Vrakking, 2006) 

Critical thinking judgement; communication; media bias; 
interactive marketing; interactive 
advertising; 

critical framing (Kerin, 2009); critical media 
production (Morrel, Duenas, Garcia, & Lopez, 
2013) 

Creative media 
production 

digital storytelling; remix; mash-up; 
appropriating; adapting; modding; 
memeing; attention transacting; 
transferring; contact displaying; framing 
and encapsulating 

immersion (Veen & Vrakking, 2006); 
transformed practice (Kerin, 2009); reading 
with a mouse in hand (McWilliams & Clinton, 
2013); fan fiction (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013); overt 
instruction (Kerin, 2009); self-management 
(Veen & Vrakking, 2006); cultural mediation 
(Morcellini, 2007); critical media production 
(Morrel et al., 2013) 

Media awareness PageRank algorithm, personalized and 
social algorithm; netspeak; social 
languages; cultures of use; negotiation; 
communication; consumption and 
surveillance; management of the 
impression online; plagiarism; copyright; 
creative commons licensing 

parallel pedagogy (Leander, 2009); 
participatory reading (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013); 
critical framing (Kerin, 2009); critical media 
production (Morrel et al., 2013) 

Civic participation peer production; collective intelligence; 
distributed expertise; lurking; flaming 

collaborative learning (Davies, 2009); co-
created learning (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013); 
participatory reading (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013); 
participatory assessment (Jenkins & Kelley, 
2013) situated learning (Kerin, 2009) 
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Hence, what needs to happen more often is overt in-
struction or a close collaboration between the teacher 
and the student, which is essential especially for devel-
oping the creative production competence (Kerin, 2009). 
Further, teachers need to apply the transformed prac-
tice or to have students recreate texts in class with dif-
ferent media and, thus, become responsible and crea-
tive authors (Kerin, 2009). A similar concept is referred 
to as reading with a mouse in hand by McWilliams and 
Klinton (2013), who emphasize the need to have chil-
dren respond to what they read by creating new texts, 
correcting information available online in relation to it, 
etc. Similarly, Jenkins and Kelley (2013) suggest to use 
regularly fan fiction as an English language class activi-
ty, because it invites students to respond actively to 
the literature by becoming authors of new texts. They 
use the term participatory reading to describe the situ-
ation where all readers become also writers in class. 
This is essential for developing the civic participation 
competence as well. 

Collaborative learning (Davies, 2009) and co-
created learning (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013) are crucial for 
developing collaborative competences (Veen & Vrak-
king, 2006), which are necessary for civic participation. 
The assessment of students also needs to support this 
and become participatory (Jenkins & Kelley, 2013) and 
allow for a situated learning (Kerin, 2009). 

To conclude, students of the 21st century need digi-
tal competences and in order to teach them, schools 
need to change pedagogy by making it more flexible 
and student-centred, so that the teacher becomes an 
interactive guide who stimulates collaboration and crit-
ical reflection in class. These changes will lead to a new 
digital education paradigm, which many scientists see 
already delineating in the media education (Gee, 2013; 
Hobbs, 2011; Jenkins & Kelley, 2013; Morcellini & Cor-
toni, 2007; Veen & Vrakking, 2006; etc.) 

This article focuses on a national case study related 
to Montenegro, which examines the potential of media 
education to change the school culture and accelerate 
the education system reform towards embracing the 
new digital education paradigm in future. 

Not many countries in the world have introduced 
media education in the curriculum and Montenegro 
became one of them in 2009, when “media literacy” 
was introduced as one of 38 optional subjects in Gym-
nasium high schools, which encompass natural scienc-
es, languages, social sciences and arts. Media literacy is 
a one year course aimed at students who are 16 and 17 
years old. Two classes of media literacy per week are 
held during two semesters and so, this is not a subject 
that can be taken at the final exams of the high school 
since the total number of classes is below the criteria 
for this purpose. 

The aim of the subject is for the student to acquire 
the competences which are necessary for critically re-
ceiving and producing media messages. Critical thinking 

and media production are identified as the two key di-
mensions of media literacy which prepare the student to 
become an active citizen in a democratic society.  

The program includes the study of all media, includ-
ing the digital ones, and it consists of seven modules: 
access to media; media message as a construct; media 
language; reception of media messages; system of val-
ues; the aim of the media message; and media, ethics 
and politics. Therefore, the course supports the stu-
dents to develop all five types of digital competences 
discussed above. 

Media literacy has been taught in every second 
Gymnasium high school and to students in one half of 
Montenegrin municipalities so far. Minority of these 
schools have taught it every year continuously due to 
practical issues having often to do with supporting 
teachers who lack a specific number of classes to fill in 
the norm by prioritizing the optional subjects which 
they can teach. 

This article presents the findings of the first and on-
ly research conducted so far on media education in 
Montenegro. The focus is on the results of the qualita-
tive part of the research conducted with Montenegrin 
media literacy teachers. They are typically Montene-
grin language and literature teachers (although they 
can be psychology, sociology, philosophy or other so-
cial science teachers as well) and most of them have 
been trained to teach media literacy. 

2. Methodology 

In order to understand Montenegrin context of media 
literacy, the way it is taught and the extent to which it 
influences the school culture, in-depth interviews were 
conducted, in 2013, with 11 media literacy teachers in 
10 municipalities out of the total of 11 municipalities 
where it has been taught since it was introduced. 

In particular, the interview was aimed at collecting 
information about: 

• How teachers define media literacy and the ob-
jectives of the subject they teach; if they distin-
guish it from other literacies like the ICT, tradi-
tional language literacy, etc. and in which ways; 

• What kind of pedagogy teachers use in order to 
understand if it can be improved and how; 

• What kind of technological and professional sup-
port teachers need; 

• What resources (texts, manuals, online resources, 
etc.) teachers use to prepare the classes; how 
useful they find the resources which were provid-
ed to them and what they lack; 

• The teachers’ point of view in relation to the rea-
sons for which students choose to study media 
literacy; 

• If there is any collaboration between schools and 
with local communities and media; 
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• If and how media literacy can help the education 
system reform; 

• What are the key challenges that media literacy 
faces in Montenegro and how to overcome them. 

Every interview was conducted as a spontaneous con-
versation in which the researcher listened to the 

teachers carefully and used the interview questions to 
stimulate them to describe better their experiences.  

The questions used as a guide are presented in Ta-
ble 2, which connects them with their objectives—to 
research about the objectives, curriculum, teaching 
methods, support provided to teachers and impact of 
the course. 

Table 2. Preparation of the interview with media literacy teachers in Montenegro. 

Objective of the interview: to understand the objectives, teaching methodology, curriculum, results of the teaching 
of media literacy and the support provided to the teachers 

Questions guiding the interview: Objective of the question—
explore about 

What are the objectives of the media literacy that you teach? COURSE OBJECTIVES 
How is media literacy different from the ICT classes in your school? And how is it 
different from the critical analysis of texts during the language and literature 
classes? 

CURRICULUM 

What type of activities do you do with students during class? Would you please give 
some examples? 

TEACHING METHODOLOGY 

Do you do media production with students? If yes, do you share the results of it with 
others? With whom, how, when, where…? What kind of reactions did you 
encounter? 
What is the predominant activity in media education: production, analysis, simple 
alphabetization, etc. 
How do you assess the students? Do you use any guide for teachers in relation to 
this? 
In your opinion, are students happy with the way that media literacy has been 
taught so far? Should something be changed in future? 

What kind of technical support is available in your school? Are there cameras, 
computers, specific software or other tools for media literacy classes? Are there any 
problems in relation to this? 

SUPPORT PROVIDED TO 
TEACHERS 

Have you received any training before starting to teach this subject? If yes, would 
you please describe what kind of training it was, when, where and by whom it was 
organized and if you found it useful and for what in particular? 
What kind of training would you find useful now? 
How do you use the texts provided for teachers—do you follow them exactly or use 
them as a guide for ideas that you later develop with students? 
What do you think of school texts on media literacy? 

Are there students who choose to study media literacy as an optional subject in 
your school every year? If not, why? 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

Why do students choose media literacy as an optional subject? What is your 
impression? 

What is the academic achievement of the students who choose to study media 
literacy like? Did you register any changes before and after the course? 

RESULTS OF TEACHING 
MEDIA LITERACY 

In your opinion, can media literacy improve students’ results at the PISA test? If yes, 
how? 
In your opinion, does media literacy change the school culture? If yes, how? 
Have you ever received any feedback from parents about the classes? If yes, what 
was it? 
What do your colleagues think of media literacy? Are they interested to see the 
results of the students’ work and to know more about it? Does the school 
management support media literacy and if yes, how? 
In your opinion, would it be useful to teach media literacy to younger students as 
well and to the students of other high schools—professional ones and not just 
Gymnasium ones? How could this be organized in a sustainable way? 
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Questions guiding the interview: Objective of the question—
explore about 

Is there any kind of network of cooperation of Gymnasium high school media 
literacy teachers and students? If yes, what is its function, how does it work, is it 
useful…? What is your opinion of it? If it does not exist, do you think it would be 
useful and easy to organize something like that? 

SUPPORT PROVIDED TO 
TEACHERS 

Have you had any cooperation with a TV or radio station, a newspaper or an 
institute related to media literacy so far? If yes, would you please describe these 
experiences? 

Have you participated in any kind of project related to media literacy so far? If yes, 
with whom, when, where, with what objectives and results? 

In your opinion, what kind of projects would be useful for developing media literacy 
in Montenegro in future? 

In general, how would you define the major challenges to the development of 
media literacy in Montenegro? And what needs to be done in future to overcome 
them? 

Hence, in your opinion, the priorities/objectives of media literacy in Montenegro in 
future should be… 

 

3. Results 

Results of the qualitative research will be presented 
according to Figure 2: first, teachers’ opinions about 
the objectives of the optional subject, then their opin-
ions about the curriculum, teaching methodology, sup-
port provided to them and the impact of the course. 

3.1. Objectives 

As stated by the teacher T1, the objective of media lit-
eracy is to develop competences of “understanding, 
analysis and deconstruction of all media messages and 
of production of media messages in a way that re-
spects media ethics and in order to promote certain 
ideas which can contribute to the general democratiza-
tion of the society”.  

This definition is widely shared by all the teachers 
interviewed. Hence, media literacy is aimed at develop-
ing all five types of competences identified by Cortoni 
and Lo Presti (2014). 

Definitions of the objectives of media literacy pro-
vided by Montenegrin teachers are in line with the ones 
presented by different scientists. First, teachers recog-
nize two essential dimensions of media literacy—critical 
thinking and civic participation, which are also essential 
to different definitions provided within the scientific de-
bate (Celot, 2014, pp. 3-4). Further, teachers define the 
objectives of media literacy at three levels—political, 
economic and socio-cultural in accordance with many 
scientists (Hobbs, 2011; Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012; 
Jones & Hafner, 2012; Jenkins & Kelley, 2013; Gee, 2013; 
Potter, 2013; Perez Tornero & Varis, 2010; etc.). At the 
political level, the aim is for the students to become

critical towards the media messages that they receive 
or, in other words, to develop the competence of criti-
cal thinking. Further, the aim is for students to become 
capable of using the media to promote specific values 
and initiatives or to acquire the civic participation 
competence. At the economic level, students need to 
become aware of the links between the media and the 
economic power and this is related to their acquisition 
of the media awareness competence. Finally, at the so-
cio-cultural level, teachers, like many scientists, see 
media literacy as a tool for making students aware of 
different stereotypes, for discussing various social is-
sues like violence, privacy, etc. and for influencing the 
students’ system of values in order to make it more 
tolerant and democratic. This last objective described 
by teachers corresponds to the development of the 
competences of media awareness, creative production 
and civic participation. 
According to teachers, students rarely know what they 
are choosing to study when they select media literacy 
as an optional subject, since many think this is a jour-
nalism or an ICT course. In their opinion, students 
make the decision based on the positive impressions of 
older students, the good impression of the teacher and 
a fair probability to get a good grade—this last criteria 
was identified as relevant for students when selecting 
all optional subjects in a recent study assessing the ed-
ucation system reform (Bešić & Reškovac, 2012). 

3.2. Curriculum 

All teachers interviewed differentiate media literacy 
from other types of literacy like the traditional lan-
guage literacy or ICT literacy. 
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Figure 2. Research areas of the qualitative research on media literacy in Montenegro. 

As pointed out by the interviewee T2, although critical 
analysis of media messages has points in common with 
the analysis of literary works: 

“it is much more difficult to critically analyze a liter-
ary work than a media message….We often do this 
in parallel when we analyze together a movie made 
according to a book as a media message and the 
book as a literary work. I asked my students to pick 
a novel and to write an ad for it….To do this, they 
have to know what the novel is about and its char-
acters and so, this also becomes a critical analysis 
and such activities can be done in parallel with the 
analysis of a literary work.” 

Teachers see media messages as more related to the 
present and everyday life, while literary works are less 
dynamic and more related to the past. “If the newspa-
pers lose the moment and the information, there is no 
possibility of repetition and this makes media literacy 

alive and more related to the reality of everyday life”, 
T3 explained. 

Further, teachers point out to the need to teach 
students to read digital texts within the media literacy 
classes, since they present different characteristics 
compared to the traditional ones as pointed out by 
many scientists as well (Ferri, 2011; Perez Tornero & 
Varis, 2010; Simone, 2012; etc.). 

Key difference between the media and ICT literacy 
underlined by Montenegrin teachers is the absence of 
critical analysis in the ICT classes. One of them, T4, ex-
plains it in this way:  

“While students learn things related to the comput-
er, whether it is about hardware or software, they do 
not reflect on it critically….Therefore, there is a dif-
ference: in the first case, we have memorization of 
information, while media literacy asks for a different 
thing—it asks for a critical analysis of everything that 
the media transmit into the public sphere.” 
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Teachers rely on students’ ICT literacy for media pro-
duction and this is where they say that peer education 
is essential. Media literacy teachers do not have much 
cooperation with the ICT teachers though, apart from 
the use of the ICT labs.  

According to the interviewed teachers, media liter-
acy should be introduced into the curriculum of the en-
tire education system starting from the preschool level. 
This would support the education of critical and active 
citizens in the digital age. However, they do not think it 
is realistic for media literacy to become a mandatory 
part of the already overcrowded curriculum of primary 
and high schools. They, rather, see it as an optional 
subject or an extracurricular activity. Some of them say 
that it is easier to teach media literacy to older stu-
dents and are not sure if it can work with young chil-
dren. Some teachers underline the need to introduce 
media literacy in professional high schools in particular, 
because they are generally attended by students with 
lower academic achievements and media literacy can 
motivate them and change positively their relationship 
with the school.  

3.3. Teaching Methodology 

Teachers describe critical analysis of media messages 
as the dominant in-class activity, while media produc-
tion is done as homework, since there is not enough 
time for students to do it during 90 min of media liter-
acy classes per week. They say that peer education is 
crucial for media production activities due to the inter-
generational and digital divides. According to the 
teacher T1: 

“It is clear that between them and me, as a teacher 
with 33 years of experience, there is a gap and that 
I am an immigrant compared to my students who 
possess more advanced technological knowledge 
than me….The fact that they can teach these things 
means a lot to them, it makes them self-confident, 
it makes the classes interactive…” 

Media messages made by students are regularly pre-
sented, discussed and assessed in class. They are often 
presented to the entire school during special events 
and celebrations. Teachers say that students find this 
practice quite motivating.  

Teachers assess primarily students’ participation 
during all classes, but they recognize the challenges of 
assessing individual contributions to the group work. 
They say to organize the class in a way to allow stu-
dents’ media messages to be regularly assessed by 
their peers in class. These messages are also evaluated 
by other people when presented at special events in 
school or uploaded online. The lack of uniform criteria 
or guidance for specific grades is perceived as a weak-
ness by some teachers. Also, they recognize the chal-

lenges of measuring different levels of competences 
achieved by students.  

Finally, teachers see themselves as “cultural media-
tors” (Morcellini, 2007) and not as “traditional authori-
ties” during the media literacy classes. “It is essential 
for the teacher to reject the position of the holder of 
absolute knowledge and to approach the student and 
treat him/her as a collaborator”, teacher T1 points out. 

Therefore, having in mind that the pedagogy de-
scribed by Montenegrin teachers includes both critical 
analysis and media production, that the class is de-
scribed as interactive and collaborative and that the 
assessment is said to be participatory as well, one can 
say that the teaching methodology is in line with the 
recommendations of many scientists (Gee, 2013; 
Hobbs, 2011; Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012; Jenkins & 
Kelley, 2013; Jones & Hafner, 2012; Perez Tornero & 
Varis, 2010; Veen & Vrakking, 2006; etc.) 

3.4. Support Provided to Teachers 

The situation in relation to the technical support varies 
from one school to another. In general, teachers com-
plain about the limited access to the computer lab and 
internet in school, the lack of cameras for making short 
movies with students and of a software for editing 
them. So, students make movies and photos on their 
cell phones and download a software for editing mov-
ies on their own as well.  

The fact that some teachers complain about not 
easily accessing good quality equipment in school sug-
gests that providing technology to schools is not 
enough, as the way that it is used defines its utility for 
the learning process. (Cortoni, 2009; Jenkins, 2010; Liv-
ingstone, 2009; Morcellini, 2007, etc.) Therefore, the 
school culture needs to change in order to ensure that 
the greatest number of students benefits from the 
available resources. 

The issues described by Montenegrin teachers are 
similar to the ones faced by their colleagues in other 
European countries:  

“although the situation varies greatly from country 
to country, research asserts an insufficient access to 
digital equipment in schools across Europe. While 
the ultimate focus of ML is certainly not on tech-
nology, poor access to ICT equipment and to 
broadband penalizes teachers and students’ confi-
dent media use.” (Celot, 2014, p. 9) 

Further, some teachers point out that school libraries 
do not have newspapers or magazines that can be used 
in class. Teachers have to ask students to bring them or 
to buy them themselves in order to analyze more re-
cent media messages. 

As far as trainings are concerned, almost all teach-
ers interviewed have finished one of the two media lit-
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eracy trainings organized in 2009, right before this op-
tional subject was introduced. These trainings were 
about the programme and teaching resources and 
teachers say to have found them useful. However, they 
regret that no more trainings were organized after-
wards and that there are no opportunities for teachers 
to share experiences. Some teachers underline the 
need for a specific training related to the film editing 
software, while others are more interested in learning 
more about effective media pedagogy. 

New teachers who started teaching this optional 
subject after 2009 did so with no training and they say 
that this presented them with additional challenges.  

The situation described by Montenegrin teachers is 
not much different from the general one in other Eu-
ropean countries. In fact, the recent recommendation 
to the EU countries to organize media education train-
ing courses for primary and high school teachers and to 
offer them to all teachers is valid for Montenegro as 
well. Moreover, it is recommended that the profes-
sional teacher education includes acquiring all media 
literacy competences and that a media education cur-
riculum is made for teachers’ education. (Celot, 2014). 
Resources like the UNESCO Media and Information Lit-
eracy Curriculum for Teachers (Grizzle & Wilson, 2011) 
can be useful, but they need to be adapted to the local 
context. Finally, more attention needs to be paid to the 
assessment of teacher trainings in order to ensure their 
effectiveness, as they often seem to be too focused on 
the theory. (Celot, 2014; Vos, Terryn et al., 2013) 

As far as learning resources are concerned, all 
teachers have received the translation of the MediaLit 
Kit, which contains scenarios for in class activities, as 
well as two CDs with media messages to be used in 
class and a copy of articles and chapters written by dif-
ferent local and international authors on the sociology 
of media and culture, media theory, etc. 

Most of the interviewed teachers say that a local 
media literacy textbook needs to be made, as no such 
thing is available at the moment. Some of them under-
line the need to have access to more creative learning 
resources. They also suggest changes the pro-
gramme—it needs to focus more on media ethics and 
privacy. Some of them see as artificial the division of 
the programme in seven modules to be studied one af-
ter another. According to the teacher T5: 

“A disadvantage of the programme is that the sev-
enth module happens in May and so, only then we 
should start talking about the profit….You cannot 
share a media message and analyze it without com-
ing to the conclusion that the aim is related to the 
profit or to the fact that someone wants to sell a 
certain product. You cannot start talking about such 
things only in May. Something needs to be changed 
in the programme.”  

Situation described by Montenegrin teachers on this 
point again is not much different from the one related 
to the EU countries. The need to develop innovative 
and efficient learning resources for media literacy 
courses in local languages is present in Europe too and 
it is recommended to achieve this in cooperation with 
the local teachers and media experts in order to better 
respond to the needs of the students of each country 
(Celot, 2014, p. 9). Also, these resources need to be 
evaluated and improved continuously through research 
on how media literacy is taught in class and its impact. 
(Celot, 2014, p. 13) 

As far as cooperation is concerned, teachers point 
out that there is no effective network of all schools in 
the country and so, opportunities for them to exchange 
experiences and collaborate are scarce. Regarding this 
aspect, Montenegro is behind some European coun-
tries which have institutes in charge of developing, re-
searching and organizing collaboration and networking 
in relation to media literacy such as the Finnish Centre 
for Media Education. However, not all EU countries 
have achieved this level and so, the general recom-
mendation to them to establish networks, media edu-
cation online platforms and observatories is also valid 
for Montenegro. (Celot, 2014, p. 15) 

Teachers say that there is little cooperation with 
parents outside the issues related to the academic 
achievement of students. Moreover, the level of par-
ents’ awareness of media literacy is generally low and 
so, there is not much interest for collaboration on this 
particular issue. Teachers describe sporadic episodes 
when some parents came to the presentations of stu-
dents’ media products. Teachers say that parents often 
share what the children say at home about media liter-
acy classes, as these are highly positive impressions. 

Teachers describe many challenges related to the 
cooperation with the local media. In some municipali-
ties, they do not exist, while, in others, local media are 
experiencing significant economic difficulties. Teachers 
identify the lack of funds for covering the transport 
costs for students to visit the national media in the 
capital as a significant challenge too.  

However, there are positive experiences, such as 
the ten year cooperation between the Gymnasium in 
Tivat and local Radio Tivat. The media literacy teacher 
in this school involves media literacy and other stu-
dents in making a radio show for their peers within the 
journalism section that started before media literacy 
was introduced as an optional subject. Also, they make 
a school magazine and they visit two national TV sta-
tions in the capital every year. Further, they get free 
tickets for students to attend the performances in the 
local Cultural Centre and they discuss these experienc-
es during media literacy classes. The teacher empha-
sizes that media literacy students find these activities 
quite useful. 

Having in mind the situation described, a recent 
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recommendation to the EU countries to involve media 
professionals in media literacy trainings and to pro-
mote more active engagement of local media in media 
literacy, within their corporate social responsibility ac-
tivities, is relevant for Montenegro as well. (Celot, 
2014, p. 11) 

Few teachers say to have taken part in media litera-
cy projects. Those who have describe them as related 
to international seminars on media literacy for Eastern 
European students, who, during this time, work to-
gether on producing different media messages. They 
say that such experiences are quite motivating, but are 
sporadic, as teachers lack information about opportu-
nities to apply for funding. 

Therefore, on this point as well, the recommenda-
tion made to the EU countries to incorporate media lit-
eracy in lifelong learning and to stimulate projects of 
cooperation with the civil society in local communities 
in order to support citizens with diverse backgrounds 
to acquire media literacy competences is relevant for 
Montenegro as well. (Celot, 2014, p. 12) 

3.5. Impact  

Interviewed teachers see in media literacy a subject that 
can help students to learn how to learn and to improve 
their academic achievement, since in these classes they 
learn to quickly identify key information from the less 
important ones. They also agree that competences de-
veloped through the media literacy course support stu-
dents to achieve better results at tests like the PISA, 
which is often discussed in public debates and used as 
an indicator of the quality of the education system.  

They underline that media literacy increases stu-
dents’ motivation and often changes positively their re-
lationship with the school. According to the teacher T6: 

“The ones who are doing well, become even better 
students as they gain access to new ways to con-
ceptualize their knowledge and see that there are 
different models for applying this knowledge. The 
ones who are not doing great in school become 
more self-confident and relaxed in school, because 
they feel more welcome.” 

Teachers recognize the potential of media literacy to 
change the school culture positively. “There is no sub-
ject with which it is not correlated and to which it can-
not be applied”, teacher T7 explains. However, for this 
potential to be realized, its pedagogy needs to be ap-
plied systematically to the subjects, as pointed out by 
the teacher T8: “group work, collaborative learning—
these things are mentioned in trainings for other sub-
jects as well, but here they must be practiced, as there 
is no other way to teach media literacy”. Hence, both 
peer education and “participatory assessment” (Jen-
kins & Kelley, 2013) are identified in interviews as in-

novative and useful practices of media literacy peda-
gogy that should be used when teaching other subjects 
as well.  

It is significant that teachers say that they sponta-
neously started applying the pedagogy they use in me-
dia literacy classes when teaching other subjects as 
well. “Yes, I changed the way of teaching the language 
and literature after my experience with teaching media 
literacy….I applied some group work, learning through 
research done by students…”, teacher T9 explains. 

Moreover, teachers say that their relationship with 
the students changed as they changed their role from 
being an authority in the classroom to being a coordi-
nator or a “cultural mediator” (Morcellini, 2007). 
Teacher T1 explains: 

“the relationship between the teacher and the stu-
dent is not authoritative in the sense that my stu-
dents are afraid of me and listen to me as if I were a 
saint. No, we work in cooperation….And so, even 
my literature classes improved…as simply different 
teaching methods were combined….I believe that 
media literacy offers a good balance and that it 
shifts the school towards a new methodology.” 

In order for the school culture to change, all teachers 
need to adopt effective practices of media literacy 
pedagogy in their classes every day. However, at the 
moment, interviewed teachers underline that there is 
little interest for media literacy among their colleagues 
and that this is due to the low motivation of teachers in 
general. “Teachers are underestimated, have low sala-
ries and are placed at the margins of the society”, 
teacher T10 explains. 

Montenegro’s situation on this point is similar to 
the one described for many EU countries (Vos et al., 
2013). Therefore, in order to change positively the 
school culture, media literacy teachers need to become 
the change-agents of the education system. For this to 
happen, they need to have more and better quality 
trainings. In other words, they need to become a criti-
cal mass leading the improvement of the education 
system, while now, as they describe in the interviews, 
they are often isolated and left on their own to chal-
lenge the dominant culture and “the way of doing 
things” in order to put their ideas into practice. 

4. Conclusions 

Interviews with Montenegrin media literacy teachers 
indicate that they have improved their pedagogy as a 
result of teaching this course and that through the 
study of this optional subject students have increased 
motivation, changed positively their relationship with 
the school and strengthened critical thinking. There-
fore, if spread through the entire education system 
from preschool level on, media education can help its 
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reform and serve as a precursor to the new digital edu-
cation paradigm.  

The possibility of applying media education peda-
gogy to social sciences is already recognized in the pro-
gramme of this optional subject, but it has still not be-
come a reality, as indicated by the recent assessment 
of the education reform outcomes (Bešić & Reškovac, 
2012). Hence, this research recommends adopting me-
dia education as a new paradigm for Montenegrin edu-
cation and to center the reform on spreading the me-
dia education pedagogy to the entire curriculum. 

The research has also identified the key challenges 
that media education is facing in Montenegro, some of 
which are common to the entire education system 
(Bešić & Reškovac, 2012). In summary, the challenges 
are related to the lack of pre-service and in-service 
teacher trainings, technical support, good quality learn-
ing resources, efficient indicators for students’ assess-
ment, research on the impact of the curriculum, teacher 
trainings and learning resources, and the lack of oppor-
tunities for collaboration with the local community.  

Hence, according to Montenegrin teachers, to de-
velop media education in Montenegro, the following 
steps need to be undertaken in future: 

1. improve its status; 
2. improve cooperation with media and local 

communities; 
3. provide teacher trainings regularly and establish 

a network of media literacy teachers; 
4. improve technical support and learning 

resources; 
5. spread media education to all levels starting 

from the preschools. 

If the information collected through this qualitative re-
search is compared with the criteria for media literacy 
assessment in European countries (Perez Tornero & 
Celot, 2009), which include indicators related to four 
areas—media education, media literacy policy, media 
industry and civil society, Montenegro would be as-
sessed as a country with a “basic” level of media litera-
cy. (There is no policy on media literacy; participation 
of the media industry and civil society is sporadic; only 
two teacher trainings were organized; learning re-
sources are scarce; the programme was never assessed 
and it is limited to a one year optional course for 16–17 
year old students.) 

The lack of a media literacy strategy distinguishes 
countries with a low media literacy level from the ones 
with a medium or high level (Frau-Meigs & Torrent, 
2009; Perez Tornero & Celot, 2009). Therefore, the 
recommendation to EU countries to improve the media 
literacy level of the society by producing a media liter-
acy strategy would be valid for Montenegro (Perez 
Tornero & Celot, 2009, p. 78). 

Also, recent policy recommendations from the EU 

Kids Online (Livingstone, Mascheroni, Olafsson, & Had-
don, 2014) are relevant to Montenegro and are in line 
with the recommendations from this qualitative re-
search. In particular, a national strategy with an action 
plan should target children, parents, educators, gov-
ernment, media and ICT industry. It needs to include 
voices of youth and to raise awareness of media educa-
tion. A good example in regard is the Finnish Media Lit-
eracy Policy Guidelines 2013-2016, which includes co-
operation of all sectors of the society—national and 
local authorities, civil society, private sector, media, 
teachers, parents and children. 

To conclude, Montenegro should embrace a strate-
gic approach towards media education in future and 
this will benefit its entire education system. By spread-
ing the media education pedagogy to the entire curric-
ulum and embracing the digital education paradigm, 
Montenegrin schools will teach more effectively the 
competences that students need in the 21st century, as 
well as improve the quality of education. 
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Abstract 
Surveillance is often used as a tool in resilience strategies towards the threat posed by terrorist attacks and other se-
rious crime. “Resilience” is a contested term with varying and ambiguous meaning in governmental, business and so-
cial discourses, and it is not clear how it relates to other terms that characterise processes or states of being. Resili-
ence is often assumed to have positive connotations, but critics view it with great suspicion, regarding it as a neo-
liberal governmental strategy. However, we argue that surveillance, introduced in the name of greater security, may 
itself erode social freedoms and public goods such as privacy, paradoxically requiring societal resilience, whether 
precautionary or in mitigation of the harms it causes to the public goods of free societies. This article develops new 
models and extends existing ones to describe resilience processes unfolding over time and in anticipation of, or in 
reaction to, adversities of different kinds and severity, and explores resilience both on the plane of abstract analysis 
and in the context of societal responses to mass surveillance. The article thus focuses upon surveillance as a special 
field for conceptual analysis and modelling of situations, and for evaluating contemporary developments in “surveil-
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1. Introduction 

The dramatic revelations made in 2013 by Edward 
Snowden concerned the extensive and intensive sur-
veillance operations of USA and allied intelligence ser-
vices, involving covert collection of communications 
data on a massive scale, with or without clear legal 
warrant and often with the complicity of private com-
munications, computing and media companies 
(Greenwald, 2014). Many of the specific and previously 
top-secret mass surveillance programmes that Snow-
den revealed were shown to be operating on an unim-
aginably huge scale. Increasing public knowledge of 
these practices has stimulated a variety of responses 

from citizens, governments, civil society organisations, 
and other interests. Their views include a search for 
types of response that include opposition, a plea for 
regulation and control, and better ways of shaping the 
relationship between national security and the re-
quirements of liberal democracy. Reactions by privacy 
and Internet activists and advocates, by some parts of 
the media, and by a few politicians and lawyers, have 
been among the most considered, forceful and promis-
ing, with proposed reforming measures ranging from 
the technical to the legal, regulatory and political. 
However, we do not yet possess the conceptual appa-
ratus to model the relationship these disparate means 
of addressing surveillance have to one another, nor to 
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their collective efficacy in the face of the threats posed 
by mass surveillance programmes.1 

Although mass surveillance started well before 
9/11, its rapid expansion since then is often under-
stood as a reaction to the terrorist attacks. Indeed, 
many countries have expanded their counter-terror ac-
tivities over the same time period, and the term “resili-
ence” is often found in official discourses of counter-
terror strategies, as well as serving as an analytical 
term in security studies and other policy areas. It also 
features in popular but vague inspirational language 
that is meant to connote an attitude, or stance, to be 
taken in a wide variety of adverse circumstances. The 
use of this term (along with the related term, “resili-
ent”) has noticeably proliferated in recent years, ap-
plied to a vast array of systems, contexts, processes 
and policies. White and O’Hare (2014), for example, 
found that some 800 official UK policy documents pub-
lished since 2005 contained versions of the term, in-
cluding in the area of counter-terrorism. The properties 
of resilience are considered by policy-makers generally 
to be beneficial, and the aim of making human and 
natural systems resilient taken to be worthy of approv-
al as well as deserving of the allocation of resources. 
Evaluations of individual, group, societal and system 
performance in terms of their resilience have become 
commonplace, and criticism of non-resilience has be-
come justified in the name of improvement. Few would 
wish to be labelled with various possible antonyms: 
brittle, fragile, inflexible, unbending. In sum, the art, 
craft and science of making people and things resilient 
all flourish in the face of threats that may or may not 
be known or predicted.  

Amidst this proliferation, framing theory and policy 
in terms of “resilience” has attracted its critics as well 
as engendered debate. Chandler established the jour-
nal Resilience “to critically engage with the world 
around us, to ask new questions of it” (Chandler, 
2013a). The study of resilience is seen as multidimen-
sional, ambitiously embracing practices, policies, dis-
courses, processes, spaces of construction, economics, 
politics, and subjectivities. The concept “resilience” is 
used almost magnetically to re-orientate the particles 
of diverse fields, disciplines, approaches and substan-
tive research around a new way to frame and compre-
hend their complementarity. Against this initiative, Ne-
ocleous has attacked “resilience” as a project for 
“colonizing the imagination” and making the state and 
capitalism more resilient. It represents an uncritical di-
version from the need for resistance that follows the 

1 This article emerges from the IRISS (Increasing Resilience in 
Surveillance Societies) Project (EC Grant Agreement No. 
290492), in which the authors were partners, and which con-
ceived the notion of employing resilience strategies against 
surveillance systems (see http://irissproject.eu/). In this article, 
we develop further an analysis of resilience to surveillance. 

agenda of neoliberalism (Neocleous, 2013a, p. 7; see 
Chandler, 2013b; Neocleous, 2013b). Recent debate 
over the usefulness or, conversely, the danger, of 
adopting a “resilience” approach has taken place in the 
context of international relations discourse, and specif-
ically with reference to liberal intervention to solve a 
range of local and global problems (Chandler, 2015). 
Yet Bourbeau, who notes the proliferation of “resili-
ence” analysis in many fields, observes that in the liter-
ature on world politics, security and “securitisation”, 
“there is very little coherence and consensus as to the 
nature and substance of resilience. The term is em-
ployed but rarely unpacked, let alone theoretically ana-
lysed” (Bourbeau, 2013, p. 3).  

Although the present article is situated broadly 
within the study of security, we do not aim to enter the 
current debate on the plane inhabited by its protago-
nists. Whilst borrowing conceptual elements from 
some of those engaged in the latter, we aim—in Bour-
beau’s terms—to analyse “resilience” theoretically in 
order to use it in the context of surveillance, which we 
believe is a novel application. This is done in order to 
contribute to understanding the effects of surveillance. 
Although surveillance practiced in aid of (national) se-
curity or public safety is indeed a threat to desired and 
desirable personal and social values, we are also scep-
tical about easy assumptions about the reality of a 
“slippery slope” that demands only resistance.  

We thus explore societal resilience to the threats to 
democracies posed by the current mass surveillance of 
communications and other applications of surveillance 
technologies and practices. This exploration is done 
through modelling resilience to surveillance, which also 
embraces “sleepwalking” into a surveillance society 
and “waking up”. Surveillance itself is a resilience tool 
wielded in government policy, used instrumentally—
and discursively justified—to increase collective, indi-
vidual, or infrastructural security against certain 
threats, such as terrorism or breakdowns of public or-
der. However, despite the supposed benefits of surveil-
lance as part of a resilience strategy in the face of 
threats, surveillance’s prevalence, intensity, and use of 
specialised resources including access to personally 
identifiable information may actually erode privacy 
along with a host of other “public goods”: associated 
rights, freedoms, ethical principles, security, and other 
values that it is designed to protect, including democ-
racy itself (Raab, 2012; Raab, 2014). In this erosion, 
surveillance may exemplify the “dark side” of resilience 
(Bourbeau, 2013, p. 4).  

These prospects of threat and response are exam-
ined through the novel visual presentation of possible 
alternative trajectories. The innovation of this portrayal 
rests, however, on the fairly well-established concep-
tion—that we share with others (see Bourbeau, 2013, 
p. 7)—of resilience as process and not only as a label 
for a set of qualities or properties of an individual, 
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group, or society deemed to be “resilient”. The theo-
retical possibilities outlined by these trajectories em-
brace all the engineering, ecological, and socio-
ecological subtypes of resilience sketched by Bourbeau 
(2013, p. 9, Table 1), and as such, rather than rely on a 
singular definition of resilience, we present resilience 
as an overarching term within which the different sub-
types may come into play. Turning the tables on the 
construction of surveillance as resilience to a conven-
tional array of threats to security and safety, the article 
also further develops the argument that the practices 
and policies of resilience can be used against surveil-
lance itself, exploring how societies may remain demo-
cratic in the face of what some writers have described 
as the deeply negative impacts that surveillance prac-
tices otherwise might have (e.g., Lyon, 2003a, 2003b; 
Čas et al., 2015; Raab et al., 2015; see also Wright & 
Kreissl, 2015). 

Whilst privacy is the value, right, or public good 
most frequently said to be implicated in the employ-
ment of surveillance for national security or public 
safety, we do not assume that “privacy” has a singular, 
easily grasped, consensual meaning. It is commonplace 
in the literature on privacy to construe it as a cluster or 
“family” of values (e.g., Solove, 2008) that are prized 
for a variety of instrumental or intrinsic reasons, and 
that may be differently implicated in different norm-
related contexts (Nissenbaum, 2010). There are several 
discernable types of privacy, each associated with one 
or more relatively distinctive principles, rights or free-
doms, including dignity, autonomy, freedom of expres-
sion, and several others that form part of the familiar 
canon of individual rights and public goods inherent in 
liberal democracy (Wright & Raab, 2014). Our analysis 
of what is at stake in the deployment of surveillance 
embraces, in general terms, any or all of these. There is 
no space presently to disaggregate this understanding 
and to discuss each among the variety of public goods; 
we highlight the consequences of surveillance for pri-
vacy and security because these are the values that are 
most prominent in current discourse and policy.  

The central arguments of this article are that the 
concept of resilience can usefully be applied to the 
study of surveillance; that resilience cannot be as-
sumed to happen, and may in fact fail; that several dif-
ferent outcomes are indeed possible; that the dia-
grammatic approach we demonstrate usefully offers a 
way of incorporating different subtypes of resilience 
(e.g., “bouncing back”) within a unified umbrella 
framework; and that our diagrammatic approach facili-
tates the representation and modelling of different 
scenarios and outcomes. The article’s argument devel-
ops in three steps: it (1) refers to some existing models 
of resilience and abstracts them from their specific 
previous contexts before (2) developing a more varied 
and general model of resilience. It then (3) applies this 
specifically to the topic of surveillance. 

2. Resilience: Some Examples in Discourse and 
Practice 

The concept of “resilience” is identified in all kinds of 
natural and social phenomena where threats to integri-
ty and identity are faced by physical objects, social 
goods and ethical values, or social relationships. Persis-
tence and change are the resultant and alternative 
states of a host of small or large measures taken in re-
sponse to, or in anticipation of, the challenges that are 
posed, although whether something is deemed to have 
persisted or changed—and how much—is not neces-
sarily objectively determined: it is often a matter of 
subjective perception and conventional agreement or 
disagreement. This is a generic problem in the analysis 
of system change or persistence, and is inherent in, for 
example, the understanding, within policy studies, of 
incremental (or intra-structural) and large (or funda-
mental and structural) change (Braybrooke & Lind-
blom, 1963, p. 62 and Chapter 4).  

Nevertheless, while “resilience” is held to be a 
widely-applicable concept, its meaning as well as the 
practical measures it indicates are disparate. The latter 
point in different ways to the means of protecting, de-
tecting, and responding to the consequences of 
threats, attacks, disasters and other adverse events. 
We do not attempt to define the term precisely, alt-
hough some of its most important connotations are 
germane to our further analysis and are conveyed in 
section 4. Some examples of resilience, threat or attack 
in different contexts and domains can be found in offi-
cial documents, and are briefly indicated here. Docu-
mentary materials drawn from UK government de-
partments include emergency planning (UK Cabinet 
Office, 2013), cyber security (UK Cabinet Office, 
2011a), community resilience (UK Cabinet Office, 
2011b), and counter-terrorism strategy (UK Home Of-
fice, 2011). Some UN documents concern global sus-
tainability and development (United Nations Secretary-
General’s High-level Panel on Global Sustainability, 
2012), disaster risk reduction (UN System Task Team 
on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda, 2012), 
pandemics and health (Ban, 2009), human rights 
(Yusuf, 2012), counter-terrorism (UN Security Council, 
Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTED), 2013), and 
crime-prevention (UN Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs/Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal 
Justice, 2010). Several points can be derived from this 
very selective canvass: 

  “Resilience” is sometimes undefined but refers to 
a coherent set of objectives and implementation 
measures in the face of human and natural 
threats to vital interests such as national security, 
food supply and community functioning. 

 The resilience strategy relies upon planned, co-
ordinated efforts across organisations at different 
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levels, and among participants with defined roles 
and responsibilities.  

  “Resilience” enjoys a certain political appeal, 
possibly because the term suggests strength, ro-
bustness and fortitude. 

  “Resilience” is also attractive to administrators, 
perhaps because it involves skills in problem analy-
sis, strategic planning, and policy implementation.  

 The meaning of “resilience” requires interpretive 
skills because it is not always evident, although its 
connotation may be clear in terms of strategy and 
practical measures; however, “resilience to sur-
veillance” is more elusive. 

 Even when the term is not explicitly used, it re-
mains possible to construct a plausible scenario 
that identifies the threat, what is threatened, and 
how the threat can be countered through preven-
tive or remedial measures. 

 Preventative and preparedness measures—not 
the same thing—loom large across fields where 
threats or adverse events vary in terms of their 
inevitability, and therefore in the nature and dy-

namics of resilience.  

Most of the uses of the term are with regard to nation-
al or community security and safety in the face of natu-
ral or man-made disasters and threats in some near or 
far future, or with regard to strategies for economic 
and social development. In some examples, the use of 
surveillance, including monitoring or other means of in-
formation gathering and social control, is considered to 
be part of a resilience policy or strategy.  

A further relevant observation points up a distinc-
tion between resilience as a property of a society, 
community or an individual, and resilience as the activ-
ities undertaken to bounce back or to anticipate some 
threat. For example, it is possible to distinguish be-
tween two different meanings of the term “community 
resilience”. The first is the kind of localised planning 
and contingency measures often encouraged by gov-
ernment as a means for localities to cope with sudden 
adverse environmental conditions or terrorist attacks, 
and to work alongside “first responders”. The second 
kind is the more intrinsic or “organic” quality of psy-
chological or community social solidarity evident in re-
sponse to certain adverse events, suggesting that far 
from being fractured by the adverse event, individual 
psyches and communal bonds are resilient to damage 
and may even be part of a wider community-rebuilding 
process (see also Hall & Lamont, 2013a).  

Various theories may be found in the social scienc-
es—for example, sociology and criminology—to ac-
count for communal “organic” resilience. For example, 
Durkheim (1984 [1893], pp. 53-67) famously character-
ises fundamental societal ties in terms of “social soli-
darity”, comprised both of social-economic interde-

pendence on others and of shared moral values. More 
recently, Putnam (2000) has sought to explain why cer-
tain places or regions display greater civic vibrancy, ar-
guing that factors such as social networks (and volun-
tary associations in particular) build trust and links 
between local people, and Sampson (2008) has argued 
that the concept of “collective efficacy” can explain 
how mutual local support may be used to achieve par-
ticular collective goals. In each case, these theorists 
have sought to explain empirical differences in social 
cohesion, both between different places and over time, 
finding that such cohesion is by no means inevitable. 
While community resilience is often assumed to be de-
sirable, its capabilities could be used by government as 
a pretext for transferring responsibility for contingency 
management to the local level, and could even perhaps 
induce communities to learn to withstand events or 
situations that they should not have to tolerate (see al-
so Walklate & Mythen, 2015, Chapter 6). 

We now highlight at greater length a contrasting 
example—the study of dictatorial and post-dictatorial 
regimes—that relates to an overtly “political” context 
rather than one concerning natural or man-made disas-
ters or law-enforcement. Here the focus is upon how, 
and to what extent, societies show signs of resilience in 
relation to the exercise of political power and the dis-
tribution of resources. In this illustration, “resilience” 
becomes more easily seen as neither necessarily a 
“good thing” nor necessarily a “pro-security” concept. 
Similarly, Bourbeau (2013, pp. 7-8, 10) refers to resili-
ence’s undesirable “dark side” and its dependency on 
context; Marx (2015, p. 16) makes a similar argument in 
relation to “resistance” and to “security” in general. See-
ing these regimes in transformation also brings to light 
concrete developments that will be exemplified on a 
more abstract and conceptual level later in this article. 

In the Soviet era in East and Central Europe, the 
wide range of political regimes experienced periods of 
change from dictatorship through transitional phases 
leading towards forms of democratic system. This 
transformation brings into view a tension between the 
political regime and the society, casting light on differ-
ent meanings and manifestations of “resilience”: socie-
tal resilience towards the dictatorial system, and the 
resilience of dictatorial systems themselves towards 
political and societal changes and towards external in-
ternational pressure. Citizens, groups and institutions 
developed a resilience capability towards changes at 
various levels.  

At the individual level, for example, families from 
the pre-war upper middle class kept their large flats if 
they formally accepted expropriation and nationalisa-
tion of the flats and formally registered co-tenants who 
had never actually lived there. Another resilience strat-
egy of certain educated families was to commission 
forged paintings of famous painters from skilful local 
artists, since preserving and storing artworks acknowl-
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edged as part of the cultural assets of the county, for 
the preserving and storing of which the state galleries 
had no space, made them eligible for possessing an ex-
tra room in their flats. Tolerance shown to dissident 
groups and their samizdat (clandestine) publications 
contributed to resilience of the system and its citizens. 
For citizens who accepted the regime, family life and 
personal economy were developed through small-scale 
semi-private enterprise and informal economic net-
works. Those in opposition in underground movements 
developed resilience through a variety of means. In ad-
dition, the degree of a regime’s repressiveness, and its 
use of ubiquitous surveillance in the era of the Stasi, 
the Securitate and similar organisations shaped oppo-
nents’ behaviour and resilience. These and other char-
acteristics enabled the regimes to reduce national and 
international tensions, to adapt to changing environ-
ments, and to resist shock-like impacts. 

In the period of democratic transformation, the 
“Velvet Revolution” (Czechoslovakia) or the “rule-of-
law revolution” of 1989 (Hungary) can be seen in terms 
of structural resilience that retained the legal and ad-
ministrative framework. There is a strong tradition of 
resilient personal survival through social and political 
influence spanning transitional regime changes. Mem-
bers of the former political and economic elite retained 
their influence by taking over state-owned companies, 
and the discredited secret services soon reconsolidated 
themselves. Even where their leaders were replaced 
with trustworthy pro-democratic people, many per-
sonnel remained in office, together with their organisa-
tional culture, and adapted to the changing environ-
ment. In some countries in the post-dictatorial period 
(e.g., Hungary), new organisations, the enforceability 
of individual rights and freedoms, and the capitalist 
economy created a window for the establishment of 
new institutions and international relationships. How-
ever, it is not clear whether the resilience of all social 
strata has persisted and become stronger. Some new 
democratic political organisations proved vulnerable 
and short-lived. Trade unions became marginalised, 
and the position and living standards of the unskilled 
and the intellectuals declined.  

Societal resilience specifically towards surveillance 
in the post-dictatorship era also deserves attention. Af-
ter the changes, the fear of the regime was replaced by 
a fear of crime. Societies under long authoritarian rule 
have virtually skipped the period of democratic moder-
nity and jumped directly into the surveillance culture of 
postmodernity (Los, 2002). The lack of historical expe-
rience resulted in increased vulnerability and de-
creased resilience towards new forms and technologies 
of surveillance, as individuals became more susceptible 
to business and marketing offers and industry-driven 
surveillance (Szekely, 2008). In those former dictatorial 
regimes where personal and family life were more resili-
ent, and although private surveillance was not conceived 

as potentially harmful, suspicion against state surveil-
lance remained high. 

The lessons learnt from this non-democratic and 
transitional context are that: 

 In the perspective of democracy, a resilient dicta-
torship, in which non-democratic forms of political 
life and the careers of privileged elites may be able 
to survive shocks and defeats, is clearly not 
“good”, whereas civil-societal resistance ( “resili-
ence”) to the dictatorship’s surveillance strategy 
appears politically desirable. 

 The general question, “is resilience desirable?” is 
therefore germane in any example.  

 More generally, it is important to look at the pas-
sage of historical time in analysing the sequences 
of adverse events and responses in order to con-

ceptualise resilience as a trajectory. 

All the above illustrations show the diversity of resili-
ence practices and meanings in different contexts. Our 
argument here is (1) that resilience has become a ma-
jor theme in UK and UN government policy today, par-
ticularly in relation to security matters; (2) that there 
are various political dimensions to this; and (3) that 
whatever one’s political evaluation of how resilience is 
operating in a given area, the twin policy themes of (a) 
assessing the “amount” of resilience present and (b) 
seeking to increase this through developing better pro-
cesses seem very powerful from a policy-making per-
spective. 

Before we focus upon the domain of surveillance as 
the set of specific events and practices towards which 
resilience may be oriented, we first explore the theo-
retical grounding of the concept of resilience and lo-
cate our own efforts within its literature. 

3. Theoretical Underpinning of “Resilience” 

The concept of “resilience” has certain linkages with 
conceptual and theoretical writing on general systems 
and cybernetics—based on the analysis of communica-
tion and control—that discuss natural and social pro-
cesses involving changes of state or restoration over 
time, threats to existing states of affairs, and/or inter-
actions between actors and the “world” they seek to 
change or regulate. There is only space here to draw 
attention to the heuristic value of such conceptual 
frameworks for deriving points or questions that may 
be useful in the analysis of resilience. 

General systems theory posits the notion of a sys-
tem and its environment, and analyses the relationship 
between parts of a system, their contribution to the 
whole, and the relationship of the system to its envi-
ronment(s) (Demerath & Peterson, 1967; Deutsch, 
1963; Easton, 1965; Emery, 1969; Parsons, 1951; Wie-
ner, 1954). Changes can be generated internally to a 
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system or as an effect of its environment. Central to 
such theory are concepts such as equilibrium, stability, 
homeostasis, and the normal states of systems in 
terms of their internal organisation or in relation to 
their environments. Systems theory and cybernetics 
are replete with themes and concepts of organisation 
and disorganisation, the degradation (entropy) and re-
inforcement of states of being, adaptation, stability 
and instability, order and chaos, flexibility and rigidity, 
communication, information and control, self-
organisation and feedback, and many more. They pro-
vide a conceptual language for talking about how sys-
tems maintain themselves, change, grow or die; all 
these states are relevant to an understanding of resili-
ence. Perhaps even more difficult—and interesting—to 
analyse are cases where a system becomes utterly 
transformed into something “new”; the dictatorial and 
post-dictatorial example may be seen in this light. The 
application of systems thinking to human affairs is typi-
cally done not only to describe social or political phe-
nomena, but to contribute prescriptively to change and 
improvement in the latter in accordance with ideals and 
values that are, of course, themselves open to debate.  

A system may not only react to environmental ef-
fects by changing its internal properties or organisa-
tion, but also act on and change its environment, bring-
ing about a new relationship or a new equilibrium. 
Several “resilience” authors suggest this, and their ob-
servations are germane to current attempts to clarify 
the concept and make it relevant to contemporary de-
bate and practical application, as we shall see. Holling, 
a leading theorist of ecological resilience, calls the two 
approaches “analytical” and “integrative” (Holling, 
1998). White and O’Hare (2014) distinguish between 
“equilibrist” and “evolutionary” resilience; Longstaff’s 
(2005, p. 27) similar distinction is between “engineer-
ing” (status quo maintenance) and “ecological” (state 
change) resilience; and Taleb’s (2013) is between “anti-
fragile” and “resilience”. In the business context, Ha-
mel and Välikangas’s (2003) terms are “strategic resili-
ence”, involving “continuous anticipation”, and 
“dynamic reinvention”. More pessimistically, Walker 
and Salt (2006) note that “complex adaptive systems 
can…have more than one ‘stable state’”; depleted fish 
stocks may not be resilient enough to recover (p. 36); 
and change may be slow and unnoticed (p. 10). Feible-
man and Friend’s (1945) comprehensive framework en-
ables the location of resilience within a variety of stanc-
es that relate to the nature of the systems that respond 
to environmentally induced changes or stimuli.  

In these approaches, outcomes may be achieved 
through processes that include communication, flows 
of information, learning (Deutsch, 1963) and aware-
ness of the entity’s internal state and of the configura-
tion of its environment, and by means of instruments 
for discovering and for affecting salient parts of the ex-
ternal world (Hood, 1983). These may all be seen as 

part of a repertoire for being resilient in the face of 
threats, whether by anticipating and avoiding these 
risks or by responding when they occur. We cannot ful-
ly explore these processes here, or relate them sys-
tematically to resilience to surveillance. However, 
drawing upon such constructs and concepts helps in 
generating and answering important questions about 
the resilience of a social system—including its demo-
cratic values and practices—to adverse events, wheth-
er these be external or internally generated ones such 
as are posed by systems of mass surveillance. 

Relating to the points derived from the examples 
described earlier, many questions could be posed, in-
viting deeper development of resilience strategies, and 
illustrating the way in which theoretical and conceptual 
analysis affords a purchase on the kinds of processes 
that are of particular interest to us in focusing upon the 
threat posed by the mass surveillance of communica-
tions in particular. However, space permits only a few 
basic questions here; these are prompted by high-level 
approaches but are deliberately re-orientated towards 
the political and social frame of reference in which we 
seek to analyse resilience phenomena. The current 
questions include:  

 What analogies can be drawn from the processes 
of threat and responses in other concrete systems 
in order to model surveillance-resilient processes? 

 Is the threat carried out suddenly or incrementally?  

 What “constitutive public goods” are at risk in lib-
eral-democratic societies, and what sustains 
them?  

 Do resilient adaptations result in the maintenance 
or restoration of pre-surveillance levels of public 
goods, or is a new equilibrium established at low-
er or higher levels? 

Further questions—not considered here—would include: 

 How vulnerable are these public goods to the 
threat of surveillance? 

 Can we describe, in equilibrium terms, the rela-
tionship between a liberal democratic society and 
the state(s) in its environment? 

 How much (and what forms) of surveillance 
threaten what public goods? 

 How severe is the threat, and what public goods-
sustaining social and political processes and func-
tions are threatened? 

 What is the society’s degree of flexibility and its 
potentiality to adopt one or another response to 
external threats? 

 How does the system (i.e. society) learn about the 
potential threats to its public goods, processes or 
functions? 

 Can democratic societies take anticipatory action 
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to prevent these threats from occurring or to mit-
igate their likely effect? 

 What are the internal (re-)organisational and re-
source prerequisites to anticipatory and self-
organising activity to prevent or mitigate threats? 

 Does such action include only internal change in 
culture, structure and behaviour, or does it also 
include efforts to inhibit surveillance at source? 

4. Modelling Resilience 

We have already observed that there is now a sizeable 
and growing literature on resilience, featuring various 
definitions, though also some common conceptual lan-
guage (Clarke, 2013). A document on food security de-
fines it as “the capacity of agricultural development to 
withstand or recover from stresses and shocks and thus 
bounce back to the previous level of growth” (The 
Montpellier Panel, 2012, p. 11). Cognisant of that docu-
ment, another one in the same field says, more general-
ly: “Resilience is the ability of an individual, a household, 
a community, a country or a region to withstand, to 
adapt, and to quickly recover from stresses and shocks” 
(European Commission, 2012, p. 5). It continues: 

The concept of resilience has two dimensions: the 
inherent strength of an entity—an individual, a 
household, a community or a larger structure—to 
better resist stress and shock and the capacity of 
this entity to bounce back rapidly from the im-
pact….It requires a multifaceted strategy and a 
broad systems perspective […and] calls for a long-
term approach (European Commission, 2012, p. 5; 

emphasis in original). 

Within academic literature, Chandler (2012, p. 217), for 
example, has defined resilience as “the capacity to pos-
itively or successfully adapt to external problems or 
threats”. Writing from a more psychological perspec-
tive, Luthar, Cicchetti and Becker have similarly defined 
resilience as “a dynamic process encompassing positive 
adaptation within the context of significant adversity” 
(Luthar et al., 2000, p. 543; cited in Bourbeau, 2013, p. 
7). Hall and Lamont (2013b, p. 13) define “social resili-
ence” as “an outcome in which the members of a 
group sustain their well-being in the face of challenges 
to it”. There has been some debate, however, as to 
what the nature of all these forms of resilience adapta-
tion might be.  

References above to the work of White and O’Hare 
(2014) and to Longstaff (2005) showed that one way to 
understand the nature of “resilience”, and to distinguish 
between different kinds of resilience, is to consider 
whether the system reverts back to the status quo or 
instead changes to a new state. Similarly, the colloquial 
term “bouncing back” is often used to capture a quality 
of resilience, connoting recovery to the prior state of 

“normality”. However, as Folke (2006, p. 259) has ar-
gued, resilience may also involve evolution towards a 
“new normality” or perhaps a new equilibrium, com-
prehensible in terms of the theoretical underpinning 
discussed above, and which one might term “bouncing 
forward”. In a variant of the twofold distinction, Bour-
beau (2013, p. 8) draws a threefold but perhaps broad-
ly similar distinction, namely between engineering 
(equilibrist) resilience, ecological resilience (system 
continuity), and socio-ecological (emergent or adap-
tive) resilience. He then goes on to suggest a revised 
threefold distinction, namely between “resilience as 
maintenance”, resilience as “marginal adjustments”, 
and resilience as “renewal” or “remodelling” (2013, p. 
12). Bourbeau consequently defines resilience “as the 
process of patterned adjustments adopted by a society 
or an individual in the face of endogenous or exoge-
nous shocks” (2013, p. 10). Additionally, and presuma-
bly in order to distinguish the analysis of the workings 
of resilience from resilience itself, he proposes the new 
term “resiliencism”, which he defines as “a conceptual 
framework for understanding how continuity and 
transformation take place under these circumstances” 
(2013, p. 10; see also Bourbeau, 2015a).  

Another way of approaching the question of how 
best to define or characterise “resilience” is to identify 
the various different strategies or techniques it typical-
ly employs. An interesting feature of resilience strate-
gies is that they seem to involve a combination of for-
ward-looking measures attempting “to anticipate, 
prepare for, and, as far as possible, avoid the worst ex-
cesses of the next disruption” (Cho, Willis, & Stewart-
Weeks, 2011); measures, such as resistance, designed 
to combat current events; and learning, recovery or 
change measures in response to adverse events that 
have already occurred. Moreover, it is clear that we 
need to distinguish between resilience as a strategy 
and resilience as a description of empirical reality. Fur-
thermore, we agree with Bourbeau that, especially in 
relation to the second of these, rather than imagine re-
silience as being wholly effective or ineffective, it 
makes more sense to consider it as a matter of degree. 
In a subsequent section, we explore these various ele-
ments further and propose a framework within which 
various scenarios can be modelled, including ones that 
are not normally entertained in discussions of resili-
ence, namely where it fails. Before that, however, we 
turn to a brief discussion of the differences but also the 
relationships between resilience and resistance. 

4.1. Resilience and Resistance 

Resilience is not a one-off performance, but a sustained 
and systematic process that includes capacity-building 
institutional and procedural development. It partly over-
laps with “resistance”, an important but relatively unex-
amined concept in surveillance studies, involving indi-
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vidual and group opposition, protest, and defensive 
measures, but is a quite different process and not syn-
onymous with it (on the issue of “resisting surveillance”, 
see Bennett, 2008; Fernandez & Huey, 2009; Introna & 
Gibbons, 2009; Lyon, 2003b; Martin, Brakel, & Bernhard, 
2009; Sanchez, 2009; Wells & Wills, 2009; Wright & 
Kreissl, 2015). In relation to the opposition to surveil-
lance, privacy and other human-rights advocates might 
ask why the adoption of “resilience” terminology and 
frameworks should be preferred over existing discourses 
and strategies involving “resourcefulness”, “risk man-
agement” and, in particular, “resistance”. Evans and 
Reid (2013) lament the conflation of “resilience” and 
“resistance”. They abhor the de-politicisation of “resili-
ence” in which individuals are exhorted to abandon re-
sistance and to adapt to, rather than to oppose or politi-
cally transform, situations of insecurity and adversity. 
They see this as a “nihilistic” capitulation to liberal re-
gimes that thrive on the insecurity of others.  

Although we do not share these authors’ confi-
dence in “resistance” as the preferred stance, we fully 
acknowledge the many overlaps and linkages between 
it and “resilience”. However, we seek to demonstrate 
that the conceptual and practical apparatus of resili-
ence identifies various discrete components that might 
also inform future resistance strategies; it offers a dis-
tinctive holistic approach of a kind not always readily 
captured in the notion of “resistance”. Moreover, in 
some languages, “resilience” does not have a straight-
forward equivalent. But even where there exist sepa-
rate terms for resilience and resistance, actions aimed 
at withstanding shock-like adverse events can have a 
resistant and resilient aspect alike. According to popu-
lar conception, resistance can be associated with a rigid 
entity that undertakes an aggressive or even counter-
striking action to defend itself, while resilience may 
evoke more flexibility, as systems theory indicates. In 
many cultures, and in the history of oppressed peoples, 
heroism demands resistance. In other cultures and 
movements, “passive resistance” or “turning the other 
cheek” are the principled and valued responses. Some-
times, there may be a dramatic choice.  

At a general level, although both notions incorpo-
rate elements of prediction and prevention, resistance 
can be seen as a response that concentrates on the 
present; tries to avoid changes and preserve the exist-
ing state; emphasises the political dimension of the 
struggle; and sometimes uses radical solutions such as 
pre-emptive strikes or self-destruction. Resilience, on 
the other hand, refers to a broader and sometimes 
more bureaucratic range of measures deployed to try 
to cope with changes, and that may learn from the past 
and plan for the future as well as deal with the present. 
Thus the resilient entity is not only able to recover but 
also to develop ways to exist within adverse circum-
stances, and also to prevent future adversity. 

Bourbeau (2015b, pp. 17-18) has recently suggest-

ed a further way in which resilience and resistance, 
while different, are interrelated, namely that the ca-
pacity to resist, especially on an on-going basis, might 
be thought to require some resilience capability as a 
prerequisite for success. For example, the capability to 
mount resistance strategies could be seen as reflective 
of an entity exhibiting resilience; and the ability to 
withstand and bounce back from the likely setbacks in-
volved in a resistance struggle also seem “resilience-
like”. Lastly, a successful resistance measure may even 
lead to a new state of affairs, or “bouncing forward”. 

The question of process also points towards resili-
ence’s inclusion of a learning component, another 
complex matter to be explored. It is one of the steps in 
a temporal sequence that is recommended for building 
resilience in a specific domain such as agricultural de-
velopment, and in wider policy discourse. This includes 
activities to anticipate, survey, prevent, tolerate, recov-
er, restore and learn. As we will soon see, a resilience 
model used in the agricultural development field 
(Conway, Waage, & Delaney, 2010, p. 309) is helpful 
because it neatly summarises the content of resilience 
processes and offers a dramatic visual representation 
of what may typically take place over time. Other 
terms used in the agricultural setting are withstand, re-
sist, handle, absorb, adapt, response, resume, optimise, 
innovate, reconstruct, renew, and persist. In the field of 
disaster-reduction, the concept of vulnerability is also 
important: “[t]he conditions determined by physical, 
social, economic, and environmental factors or pro-
cesses, which increase the susceptibility of a communi-
ty to the impact of hazards” (International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction (ISDR), 2004, p. 16). 

Armed with such process-related terms, it is possi-
ble to model an approach to resilience to surveillance 
drawing upon such terminology to depict a continuous 
process embracing: 

 anticipatory, preventive measures to mitigate the 
harms that may be brought about through surveil-
lance;  

 measures to absorb, resist or withstand the 
threats posed by surveillance; and  

 post-event measures to recover and to learn how 
better to anticipate and/or to cope with harmful 

surveillance.  

How the concepts are configured into relationships and 
sequences is a crucial question that will be sketched 
later on, but the details of this must be left for another 
time. Whilst these high-level concepts apply generically 
to situations of resilience, it is necessary to develop 
models that correspond closely to the circumstances of 
the different domains of application, but—again—
detailed demonstration must be deferred. For exam-
ple, some of these domains afford greater possibilities 
of anticipation and prevention than do others, and the 
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part played in resilience respectively by society and by 
state institutions will also vary. 

4.2. The First Step: Identifying the Components of 
Resilience 

In this section, we explore some different sequences of 
adverse events and system responses, in order to high-
light various possible outcomes in which a system does 
or does not exhibit resilience. Our discussion begins by 
taking a model from a particular domain, then general-
ising it, before considering its applicability to the ques-
tion of societal responses to mass surveillance systems 
specifically. We use a series of diagrams to help illus-
trate the processes at work. 

The heuristic diagram in Figure 1, drawn from work 
on agricultural development (Conway et al., 2010, Fig-
ure 9.9), shows a simple resilience sequence. 

We will supersede this diagram with ones that con-
sider surveillance as the disruptive phenomenon, but it 
is useful to refer to it and its definitions in showing the 
general, cross-domain conceptualisation of resilience—
involving both preparedness and response2—and the 
part played by the concepts “stress” and “shock”. In 
this construct, “stress” is defined as “a regular, some-
times continuous, relatively small and predictable dis-
turbance”, and a “shock” as “an irregular, relatively 
large and unpredictable disturbance” (The Montpellier 
Panel, 2012, p. 11), although it would be advisable to 
disaggregate each definition in order to show differ-
ences in size, predictability and continuity. The terms 

2 Conway et al. (2010) identify and diagram a further important 
element, “countermeasures”, representing the deployment of 
measures to address the negative consequences of stresses or 
shocks that have become apparent (Figure 9.8). The effective-
ness of countermeasures is not assumed, and subsequent sce-
narios, for better or worse, can then be sketched. 

indicated in the x-axis, from “anticipate” to “learn”, 
signify different activities that are important in resili-
ence, albeit not necessarily in a clear sequence. 

However, as this diagram derives from a develop-
mental context, the expectation of a rising slope, espe-
cially as the target for recovery, cannot be simply 
transposed to a model tailored to a surveillance-and-
human-rights context, because it is not obvious that 
rights protections can be confidently expected, or 
planned, to improve steadily over time. Similarly, from 
the perspective of surveillance and rights, the upward 
slope may indicate an ambiguity, namely whether the 
model represents an ideal (that it is desirable for “de-
velopment” to increase over time) or whether it pur-
ports to represent reality, albeit abstractly (that societies 
typically are developing over time). Usefully, the dia-
gram does not show only the course of a relatively sim-
ple “bounce-back”, perhaps through some meandering, 
to the trajectory of development, but also envisages 
possibilities of indefinitely longer drift to lower levels 
where loss—de-development—replaces recuperation; in 
other words, the system has failed to be resilient. 

We particularly recognise the potential of the con-
cept of “resilience” to become, as Béné, Godfrey Wood, 
Newsham and Davies (2012) put it, a “form of integrat-
ing discourse” able to rally an “increasing number of 
people, institutions, and organisations under its banner, 
as it creates communication bridges and platforms be-
tween disciplines and communities of practices, and of-
fers common grounds on which dialogue can then be ini-
tiated between organisations, departments or ministries 
which had so far very little, or no history of collabora-
tion” (p. 12). Such bridges and platforms are crucial to 
countering the detrimental effects of surveillance, en-
suring effective respect for public goods and at the same 
time protecting people and communities. 

 
Figure 1. Agricultural development model of resilience. Note: A similar diagram was used in IRISS Deliverable 6.1, and 
was adapted from The Montpellier Panel (2012, p. 11). 
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4.3. The Second Step: Developing and Exploring the Re-

silience Framework 

With this in mind, we take further steps in the direction 
of resilience to surveillance by means of revised mod-
els. Figure 2 depicts two axes: public goods, and time. 
The x-axis is re-labelled “time” because this makes ex-
plicit what is implicit in the original model, namely that 
the diagram represents a temporal flow, and that its 
constituent elements (anticipate, survey, etc.) may be 
thought of as associated with different moments in re-
lation to the stress or shock event. The y-axis is re-
labelled “public goods”, in order to generalise the 
model’s applicability. Loader and Walker (2007, p. 145) 
argue that an expanded concept of “public good” can 
usefully be applied to the study of security by including 
not only shared societal goods such as liberty or free-
dom of expression, but additionally, by seeing such a 
good as a “constitutive public good”; that is, a societal 
good understood as an integral and essential element 
of society itself. We contend that this expanded con-
cept can similarly be applied to the study of resilience 
in general, as well as to privacy in particular when it is 
threatened by, for example, “national security” surveil-
lance. Public goods can refer to any “good” of potential 
fundamental benefit, but here we are particularly in-
terested in goods relating to freedoms, liberties, rights, 
democracy, security and privacy: the ones that are typ-
ically impacted by surveillance. A further advantage of 
using the term “public goods” is that it can refer both 
to their realisation in practice, and the vigour with 
which they are valued as societal values. 

In Figure 3 we introduce a new element, the “ideal 

level” of the desire for, vis-à-vis the “real level” of pub-
lic goods. We represent here the ideal level (i.e., how 
much a public good is desired or valued by society) as a 
horizontal line, hypothesising an ideal Western consti-
tutional democracy where the desired level of public 
goods is constant. We also label the three scenarios 
represented in the original model (full recovery, partial 
recovery, and non-recovery). 

As noted above, while there are some similarities 
between the concepts of “resistance” and “resilience”, 
there are also important differences. Our revised model 
enables us to illustrate this distinction through a sepa-
rate abstract model for resistance, which helps to distin-
guish it from the various cases of resilience (Figure 4). 

Whereas Figures 1–3 model resilience in the face of 
the occurrence of a single major event, Figure 5 models 
resilience both in the face of incremental, “creeping” 
threats to public goods, as well as in relation to a single 
major event or a small but culminating event that 
“breaks the camel’s back”. Figure 5 thus better models 
resilience in relation to surveillance, in which surveil-
lance threats may be incremental and gradual, or sud-
den and dramatic, although these properties are not 
unique to surveillance as a threat. It should be noted, 
therefore, that the model in Figure 5 is a general one, 
potentially also applicable to the threats to security 
that give rise to surveillance. It is possible to make ad-
vances on this diagram through other ones that depict 
further dimensions of resilience to surveillance, and 
that highlight other important considerations and 
questions about the path of resilience that pertain not 
only to the surveillance context but to others as well. 

 
Figure 2. Relabelled Conway diagram. 
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Figure 3. Modified resilience model. 

 
Figure 4. Resistance towards stresses and shocks. 

 
Figure 5. Resilience towards repeated stresses and shocks. Note: An earlier version was used in IRISS Deliverable 6.1. 
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In the case of security or agricultural development, 
stresses or shocks are often modelled as sudden major 
shock events, for example, a terrorist attack or famine. 
However, in the case of surveillance, measures intro-
duced that have a deleterious effect on civic society, 
such as a “chilling effect” on political debate or free-
dom of assembly, need not be singular or sudden, but 
may instead be smaller but more sustained. Conse-
quently, this diagram incorporates an additional resili-
ence scenario, showing a series of stresses, each one 
followed by an episode of resilience, which in the par-
adigm case restores the public good in question to its 
prior state, although of course full restoration need not 
be the case. The diagram also shows a final stress or 
shock—whether small or large—that has a larger effect 
on public goods, so that resilience has a more uncer-
tain outcome and may take longer. As in agricultural 
development, the uncertainty of the outcome is shown 
by the top line following the “final” stress or shock, and 
by two further lines that represent the re-
establishment of public goods at reduced levels. For 
the sake of simplicity, the public goods are depicted as 
fully restored after several stresses prior to the ulti-
mate stress or shock, but other trajectories are possi-
ble: one in which the public goods are eroded over 
time (the line descends); or alternatively where public 
goods are actually enhanced (the line ascends; to be 
shown later). 

4.4. A Closer Look at Resilience Elements  

It is not the aim of this article to produce an ultimate, 
universal definition of resilience, nor to vote for one of 
the existing definitions (and consequently approaches) 
from the wide spectrum between specific application 
areas and the view of Neocleous, who dismissively says 
that resilience is “all and everything”. Nevertheless, in 
order to understand better the notion of resilience in 
general and in the context of surveillance, we need to 
explore its fundamental elements and their reasonable 
spheres of interpretation, and to highlight at least the 
most important aspects of these elements. We focus 
on three such elements: the reference point or nor-
malcy, the time scale in which changes can be meas-
ured, and the role of perception.  

4.4.1. The Reference Point or the State of Normalcy 

As has been shown, resilience is generally understood 
as a “good thing”, an entity’s positive capacity or 
strength that enables it to resist stress and shock or to 
bounce back from the impact. Consequently, stresses 
and shocks are considered in this context as adverse 
impacts or events: “bad things” that degrade the origi-
nal state of the entity. Although in this article we re-
gard resilience as potentially positive, resilience as an 
abstract notion is inherently value-neutral. Every struc-

ture or entity can have the characteristics of being re-
silient towards external or internal impacts. It is rela-
tively easy to identify those states of entities that are 
widely regarded as having positive value, while the 
stresses or shocks to it are seen as negative, and to-
wards which the entity should be resilient. For exam-
ple, most people would regard food safety as a benefi-
cial state of society, and see floods and droughts as 
having adverse impacts. It is regarded as positive if the 
system can mobilise food reserves, thus being resilient 
towards such impacts. Similarly, there is consensus 
that a working electricity, waterworks or telecommuni-
cation infrastructure is a “good thing”. Our war ene-
mies’ resilient infrastructure is regarded as a bad thing 
from the standpoint of our interests. 

Even if we consider resilience from our own per-
spective and interests, in reality most beneficial states 
are not optimal; the ideal state might only be expected 
or imagined. However, it is possible to evaluate chang-
es and resilient responses in relation to these sub-
optimal states, too: in other words, to measure the level 
of resilience in relation to these realistic situations. If a 
country’s food safety is not optimal, but can bounce 
back from even the strongest of shocks to the usual, 
sub-optimal level, it can still be regarded as resilient. 

Society as a whole or the groups that constitute it 
cannot be regarded as homogeneous entities with re-
gard to either the positive or negative nature of the 
state of normalcy or to the positive or negative nature 
of the stresses or shocks, as the example of dictator-
ships showed. For most individuals or social strata a 
strong stress or shock, such as an economic crisis, can 
be adverse, yet for others it could be beneficial. This 
may have a strong impact at a higher level of society, 
too: it may change power relationships and the social 
distribution of goods. In such contexts, the formal or 
informal obligation to be “resilient” may easily be 
abused or at least used in a questionable manner (Slat-
er, 2014). Since we focus on the social implications of 
resilience, we adopt the values (public goods) of west-
ern liberal democracies. But even within this value sys-
tem, the same impact may have both beneficial and 
adverse effects on the same citizens concerned, an ex-
ample of which is the consequences of ubiquitous sur-
veillance in the developed world. 

Finally, the reference point (or reference line in the 
graphical models, below) is not always stationary: it is 
changing, even if change cannot easily be perceived 
because of its slow pace. In addition, the inherent pub-
lic goods—reflected in the written and unwritten 
norms governing the life of a social entity—may also 
change as a result of repeated stresses or shocks. Fig-
ure 6 shows an expanded model of resilience with 
eroding public goods. The vertical axis, “public goods”, 
refers both to the horizontal line that shows the persis-
tence of a good’s desirability (the “ideal”), and to the 
descending line that shows the decline in its reality un-
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der conditions of stress. As our introduction remarks 
about surveillance suggested, this situation is quite re-
alistic in an environment where citizens become resili-
ent towards security threats but gradually lose their 
“reasonable expectation” of privacy, autonomy, or dig-
nity due to increased surveillance.3 

However, it is also possible that repeated stresses 
and shocks result in an enhanced desire for public 
goods, perhaps through an increase in social solidarity, 
institutional organisation, morale, greater awareness, 
or other reinforcing conditions and factors. Thus citi-

3 With regard to privacy, the doctrine of “reasonable expecta-
tion”, a complex and legally controverted concept involving 
both normative and empirical dimensions as well as contextual 
understanding of what is “reasonable” in what circumstances 
(Nissenbaum, 2010, pp. 233-236; Solove, 2008, pp. 71-74) is 
closely related to the level of public goods depicted in our dia-
grams, including increases and decreases over time. 

zens may become sensitised to the detrimental social 
side-effects of security measures and increase their 
demands regarding the guarantees of their privacy, 
dignity, autonomy, etc. in such situations (Figure 7). 

Resilience towards security threats may also mask 
adverse changes affecting certain social groups, or con-
serve a social-political situation that is far from ideal 
and prevent it from improving. For example, increased 
social sorting—a possible adverse consequence of 
ubiquitous surveillance (Lyon, 2003a)—may be legiti-
mised by the needs of resilience towards security 
threats and stresses. It is in the face of such challenges 
that societies may seek to affirm the principle that in a 
democratic regime even the positive aspects of resili-
ence should not serve as a means to conserve contra-
dictory social or political constructions or inhibit the 
development of a democratic, rule-of-law society. 

 
Figure 6. Expanded resilience model showing creeping erosion of public goods. 

 
Figure 7. Expanded resilience model showing enhancement of public goods. 
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4.4.2. Time Scale 

The time dimension in the context of resilience is im-
portant from two main perspectives. First, if the inten-
sification of stressful adverse changes is too slow to be 
perceived by social groups or individuals, the impacts 
will hardly be recognisable; thus we can speak about 
non-conscious, “instinctive” resilience only (see also 
the role of perception, below). Second, if the adverse 
impact is shock-like and therefore recognisable, but if 
the bouncing-back (or forward) phase is slow or une-
ven, the effect of resilience cannot be easily recog-
nised. Two types of this second situation can be noted. 
In the first type, the impact is strong, its consequences 
are evident, and the recovery also consists of fast but 
only partial actions; full recovery takes a long period of 
time. The second type can be observed in the case of 
long-lasting emergency situations, such as wars or 
long-term natural disasters. Here the period of stresses 
and shocks lasts long but the recovery phase even 
longer; years may pass until one can conclude that so-
ciety has regained or improved upon its earlier state. 

However, if the original state of the society or enti-
ty will be restored or surpassed only after several 
years, or in the life of a new generation, it is debata-
ble—in general systems terms—whether this can be 
regarded as a new entity, a new chapter in the history 
of the society, or as still part of the resilience capacity 
of the original entity (Braybrooke & Lindblom, 1963). In 
such situations, therefore, it is necessary to identify 
those public goods that, even in a changed environ-
ment, may represent the ideals with regard to which a 
society may be considered resilient. In this respect, a 
post-war country where the economy has been quickly 
restored, coupled with a dictatorial political regime, 
can be regarded as resilient in terms of the economy 

but not in terms of the society or polity, if the country 
had been a pre-war rule-of-law democracy. 

4.4.3. The role of Perception 

Adverse developments and their impacts, especially in 
the case of persistent stresses such as ubiquitous sur-
veillance, may remain unnoticed by those affected. 
When they finally realise the consequences, the mo-
ment for diminishing the impact or developing an al-
ternative strategy may have passed. Such a situation 
may also result in an unnoticed erosion of the “ideal” 
level of desire for public goods, as shown in Figure 8. 
The widely used metaphor of the boiling frog is illus-
trated here and in Figure 9; it refers to the ability or in-
ability of people (or any entity) to recognise and react 
to important adverse changes that occur gradually.4 
The boiling frog metaphor has been suggested before 
in relation to surveillance (Marx, 1987, p. 54), and it 
can also be understood as representing what a former 
UK Information Commissioner once famously termed 
“sleepwalking into a surveillance society” (Ford, 2004). 
The issue of perception may relate to that of time-
scale; for example, adverse changes taking place grad-
ually over a long period of time may be much harder to 
perceive than a similar aggregate change taking place 
over a much shorter time period. 

On the other hand, even in a successfully resilient 
construction, the actors themselves might not be fully 
aware of their own resilience activities. In other words, 
there exist perceived shocks and stresses, and unper-
ceived ones, coupled with conscious resilience options 
and unconscious ones. The possible combinations are 
manifold. In such situations and also on a societal level, 
the observer can identify an important moment: the 
moment of perception (Figure 9). 

4 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boiling_frog 

 
Figure 8. Unperceived stresses and eroding public goods. 

131Surveillance and Resilience in Theory and Practice

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



 
Figure 9. Perceived stresses and chances of resilience. 

This diagram depicts a scenario in which the moment 
of perception prompts action leading to a change of 
real conditions. However, another scenario (not de-
picted) could show a case in which it is not possible to 
change real conditions, so that the moment of percep-
tion leads instead only to an increased desire for an 
“ideal”. This can have special importance in the surveil-
lance domain: surveillance stresses, even shocks, are 
often not perceived by the affected population, not to 
mention the indirect consequences of such impacts. 
For example, until the 2013 Snowden revelations of 
mass surveillance, people in Western societies were 
only dimly aware of, or even oblivious to, the fact that 
they had far less communications privacy than they 
had thought or had reason to expect. The public’s valu-
ation of privacy has arguably increased as a conse-
quence of this new awareness. Aradau (2014, p. 79) 
uses the term “moment of surprise” to describe the 
moment of perception (which may be experienced 
immediately in the case of shocks, or belatedly, as 
here, in the case of incremental stresses). Indeed, she 
argues that resilience approaches have become popu-
lar in policy fields precisely “as a response to the prob-
lem of surprising events” (2014, p. 87). 

5. Resilience in the Surveillance Context 

We have argued that much contemporary surveillance, 
and its effects on public goods, is predicated upon poli-
cies and practices aimed at promoting the security of 
states and societies. In the field of security—which is 
close to our concerns in thinking about surveillance—
“resilience” has tended to be used in the sense of “re-
silience to terrorism/subversion”, and the concepts 
and strategies used are drawn from the lexicon men-
tioned above. Here we propose to explore how similar 
resilience mechanisms might be employed to make so-

cieties more resilient to the more negative conse-
quences of the state and corporate surveillance that is 
undertaken in the name of security. However, in doing 
so, it becomes apparent that certain assumptions of 
the existing resilience models/paradigm must be called 
into question. Developing a resilience framework to in-
corporate different assumptions indicates that various 
outcomes are possible. We conclude that not only does 
this suggest that the use of a resilience strategy in op-
posing greater surveillance should be adopted with on-
ly limited optimism, but that our analysis highlights the 
limits of such resilience in general, including in relation 
to improving security. 

We now take this third step in the modelling of re-
silience, narrowing down from the general and abstract 
to consider specifically resilience to surveillance itself 
as the source of stress. The original Conway et al. 
(2010) model suggests a way of conceptualising differ-
ent strategies to oppose or resist surveillance, namely 
along the broadly temporal sequence of anticipate, 
survey, prevent, tolerate, recover, restore and learn. 
Rather than simply reactively opposing insidious sur-
veillance programmes when they are initially proposed 
or revealed, a “resilience”-based approach suggests 
that, additionally, it would be beneficial in advance to 
prepare a raft both of preventive measures and restor-
ative contingency measures.  

From this perspective, specific measures that could 
be deployed to oppose surveillance can be seen as po-
tentially involving a number of these strategy qualities. 
For example, the establishment of constitutional or 
human rights legal protections are in part anticipatory 
(because they anticipate future governmental attempts 
at their encroachment); in part preventive (because a 
constitutional court might rely on such provisions to 
strike down a proposed new law as unconstitutional); 
restorative (because higher constitutional courts may 
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be acting sometime after a law was originally intro-
duced); and exemplify learning (because jurisprudence 
may develop in the light of new technologies, their ca-
pabilities and implications for citizens). Similarly, citi-
zens’ use of encryption techniques to protect their per-
sonal communications may be anticipatory (of unknown 
future attempts at their interception); preventive (pre-
venting immediate disclosure); restorative (introduced 
specifically to reinstate effective privacy in the light of 
recognition of its former weakness); or demonstrate 
learning (the adoption of even stronger cryptographic 
systems in the light of revealed weaknesses). 

The second respect in which this analysis of resili-
ence potentially informs overall strategies for curtailing 
surveillance is that the area of surveillance itself 
prompts us to question many of the assumptions un-
derpinning conventional models of resilience. As a re-
sult, our analysis suggests that considerable caution is 
warranted and that resilience strategies are no pana-
cea. Snowden’s revelation of mass Internet surveillance 
programmes may present as a sudden major societal 
shock, and be met with resistance or recovery process-
es of certain kinds that could reasonably be character-
ised as “resilience”. However, this surveillance, de-
ployed gradually and stealthily for many years, went 
unnoticed and unchallenged (see Figures 8 and 9). 
Moreover, it remains to be seen whether future gov-
ernmental mass surveillance programmes will success-
fully be constrained, given the temptations they may 
offer, the vested interests in the intelligence communi-
ty, and international as well as national considerations. 
Furthermore, we may also speculate that societal valu-
ing of privacy may have become eroded rather than re-
inforced as a result of the recent disclosures, leading to 
a resigned acceptance of the impossibility of truly pri-

vate personal communications in the digital age. 
The diagrams below illustrate, in a unified struc-

ture, both security- and surveillance-related stresses, 
as well as resilience responses towards them. Figure 10 
shows the adverse impacts and the resilience respons-
es reflecting the traditional trade-off model between 
security and privacy: the trajectories of these two pub-
lic goods are shown within the diagram. This model 
presupposes that, with regard to their privacy implica-
tions, citizens evaluate the introduction and use of se-
curity/surveillance technologies in terms of a trade-off; 
in other words, they regard such situations as a zero-
sum game: more security equals less privacy and vice-
versa. This popular hypothesis implies that, under 
threats to security, security will trump privacy. The dia-
gram also shows the presupposition that surveillance 
measures are natural consequences of terror and other 
threats to security, thereby representing stresses of 
their own, too, in a chain-like pattern. 

Recent research challenges the universal validity of 
this trade-off model and criticises its use in legitimising 
the introduction of privacy-invasive security technolo-
gies. Empirical studies investigating people's percep-
tion and attitudes in this area indicate that people re-
gard security and privacy as two separate public goods, 
and that they want both simultaneously.5 In such a 
model both remain unchanged during stresses and 
shocks of both types; in an ideal situation, as a result of 
resilience responses towards both types of stress, the 
real situation remains unchanged as well (Figure 11). 

5 Most significantly the PRISMS project, (The PRIvacy and Secu-
rity MirrorS): “Towards a European Framework for Integrated 
Decision-Making”, Project No. 285399, 7th Framework Pro-
gramme of the European Commission. 

 
Figure 10. Terror threats and surveillance stresses in a security/privacy trade-off model. 
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Figure 11. Terror threats and surveillance stresses in a separate public goods model (ideal situation).  

 
Figure 12. Terror threats and surveillance stresses in a separate public goods model (observed situation). 

However, even if the society or a substructure is resili-
ent towards security threats and shocks and bounces 
back to the original state of normalcy, this may not be 
reflected in the context of surveillance: the negative 
consequences of surveillance—such as increased social 
sorting, detrimental effects upon the social capital of 
interpersonal trust and social solidarity, or the erosion 
of privacy—result in worsening the summation (Σ) of 
the two components of the real situation, as illustrated 
in Figure 12. This figure usefully helps visualise that the 
public goods of security and privacy may indeed con-
tinue to be held in high esteem, but that this may 
nonetheless mask the gradual erosion in the real situa-
tion of citizens” enjoyment of these public goods. 

6. Conclusion 

There are a number of benefits of creating a general 

framework for the modelling of resilience, both in or-
der to understand better the capabilities and limits of 
resilience approaches in general, and in order to model 
the threats posed by surveillance in particular. First, it 
helps both to organise existing knowledge, and to indi-
cate gaps; second, it shows the relationship between, 
and ways of integrating, different resilience instru-
ments; and third, the model can be applied at many 
different levels, from the local to the global. Such 
models consist of concepts that together describe, ab-
stractly and schematically, what it means to be resilient 
in a host of specific contexts and applications. We have 
focused upon one context: surveillance for the purpose 
of (national) security. 

It could be argued that elements of a strategy of re-
silience in the face of threats posed by surveillance are 
already to be found. Civil liberties and Internet privacy 
groups regularly campaign against government pro-
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posals for new legislation introducing surveillance 
measures, which we could understand as “resistance” 
activities. Many countries afford protections to their 
citizens in respect of fundamental rights, whether by 
means of constitutional provisions, international trea-
ty obligations, privacy laws and other instruments 
(Bennett & Raab, 2006), which could be understood 
as, in large part, an anticipatory or preventive resili-
ence strategy against possible future governmental 
attempts at their erosion. 

Our argument here is that, in two respects, at-
tending to the notion of resilience is useful in under-
standing the prospect of societal “pushback” in the 
face of greater surveillance. The first is that it poten-
tially offers surveillance activists a framework for de-
veloping a wider range of measures and tactics for 
opposing surveillance. However, second, and more di-
rectly the focus of the present article, is that while 
the notion of resilience brings with it a consideration 
of anticipatory, immediate and future responses, it 
encompasses an unspecified and hence ambiguous 
time-frame of analysis, which could various refer to 
the short term, medium term, and even perhaps ap-
proach the longue durée. This is why the horizontal 
axis of the diagrams, and the vertical axis for that 
matter, are not calibrated to show intervals or magni-
tudes. Beyond the weeks, months, or few years in 
which we are accustomed to reckon the span of 
events, the unfolding of resilience—including the hab-
its, outlooks, myths and stories, and institutional 
changes—that takes place in societies and cultures 
may follow a trajectory that encompasses many gen-
erations: historical time, not journalistic time.  

The terminology of resilience has tended to be as-
sociated with strategies to enhance security, including 
the possible deployment of further state-surveillance 
measures. As a consequence, “resilience” as a con-
cept has tended to be viewed as associated with secu-
ritisation processes evaluated as “good”. However, 
this article has argued that, in the abstract at least, 
resilience can be regarded as neutral, and that its 
evaluation is a consequence of its application. More-
over, since “resilience” is an umbrella concept gather-
ing together a range of measures designed to thwart 
an undesirable challenge or to remedy its effects, it 
offers a way of unifying such individual measures into 
a coherent strategy. Since it both suggests a concrete 
framework for developing policy and describes a de-
sired on-going quality of a successful scenario, a re-
purposed application of the concept suggests ways in 
which democratic societies might become more resil-
ient to the threats posed by surveillance itself. 

This perspective is particularly useful in helping to 
understand different societal responses in the face of 
attempts at surveillance expansionism over time. This 
is because it enables us to model and explore differ-
ent scenarios and outcomes—still, of course, to be 

elaborated and then tested empirically—including 
those in which surveillance measures expand to the 
detriment of public goods, and hence in which resili-
ence to surveillance may be said to have failed. As 
such, and unlike many previous models of resilience, 
the models presented here do not assume resilience 
strategies always to prove successful. The diagram-
matic representation of resilience prepared by Con-
way et al. (2010) represents a significant advance 
over the “optimistic” versions of resilience policy of-
ten informing resilience strategies, insofar as it 
acknowledges the possibility of negative outcomes (a 
“failure” of a system to prove itself “resilient”). How-
ever, the diagram is ambiguous as to whether it rep-
resents a normative goal or a description of a state of 
affairs. By separating these two qualities, we have 
been able to offer different scenarios involving inter-
actions (but also divergences) between the two. As 
well as offering a cautionary note as to the likelihood 
of success of resilience-based strategies in opposing 
surveillance, an implication of the analysis presented 
here is that governments and authorities should be 
similarly circumspect regarding the efficacy of coun-
ter-terrorist and other state security resilience strate-
gies, including the imposition of surveillance, since 
the same limitations apply. 

Crucially, this article has contended that whilst 
surveillance strategies may (ironically) be deployed by 
societies in the name of greater “security”, surveil-
lance measures may have significant long-term detri-
mental consequences for constitutive public goods 
such as privacy, and hence be detrimental to society 
more generally. Whereas it has long been noted with-
in surveillance studies that surveillance may produce 
a “chilling effect” on social and political debate, our 
analysis has identified more long-term, but no less in-
sidious, consequences of increased surveillance of cit-
izens, and this has to be taken into consideration in 
the fields of security studies and resilience studies 
alike. 
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1. Introduction 

About 5 PM on August 4, 1984, the Salesian Padre 
Giaccaria accompanied by an A’uwẽ-Xavante youth, his 
altar boy-attendant, arrived in the warã central plaza 
of the community of Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa. 
The altar boy set up a table, covered it with a white 
cloth and laid out the instruments for the Mass while 
the Padre disappeared into the back of his Toyota Land 
Rover. He soon reemerged, gowned in white vestments 
to commence the Mass. The Padre preached to an au-
dience of about sixty people, less than one quarter of 
the community who had assembled in the warã central 
plaza to witness this occasional spectacle.  

After administering the Eucharist, the padre drove 
across the plaza where his assistant set up a movie 

screen. The padre connected cables to the Toyota’s ba-
ttery to power a film projector, mounted a reel and 
threaded a film. Padre Giacarria then announced, with 
his assistant translating, that he had a special treat: he 
invited everyone to watch a movie of an A’uwẽ-
Xavante initiation ceremony filmed in a community lo-
cated at the São Marcos mission some 750 kilometers 
away. He added that anyone who wanted to see it 
must first watch a film of Jesus of Nazareth and the re-
surrection. Put off by this condition, several people—
older men in particular—stood up and left, audibly 
complaining. Nevertheless, a sizeable crowd remained 
seated, for the opportunity to watch a movie—any 
movie—was indeed rare, and entirely novel for some. 
People were eager to see the Salesians’ documentary 
of their A’uwẽ-Xavante relatives, which they watched 
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with great enthusiasm. The preceding Italian film, with 
its fair-skinned, light-haired actors speaking in a foreign 
tongue, provided its own form of unique and exotic en-
tertainment. 

This scene—which exemplifies A’uwẽ-Xavante peo-
ples’ historic lack of control over mediated uses of their 
image, its public presentation and circulation both 
within and beyond A’uwẽ-Xavante communities—also 
encapsulates the widespread and well-documented pa-
ttern of non-indigenous Others’ control over, manipu-
lation and use of Indigenous Peoples’ images in the 
service of dominant interests.1 This pattern has been 
dramatically changing over the last several decades as 
Indigenous communities across the globe, including 
those of Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa, acquire various 
means of self documentation and representation, in-
cluding audio visual technologies (see, for example, 
Ginsburg 1991, 1994, 2002, 2011; Michaels, 1994; Tur-
ner, 1991a, 1992, 2002a, 2002b; Wilson & Stewart, 
2008; Wortham, 2013). In the years since I witnessed 
the padre use his documentary to entice the people of 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa to watch the story of Je-
sus and the resurrection, a major shift has taken place 
in this community’s ability to use audio-visual media to 
document and manage representations of themselves 
and their culture both to themselves and to broader 
publics. This is part of A’uwẽ-Xavante peoples’ move-
ment toward achieving what I call “representational 
sovereignty.”  

The idea of representational sovereignty builds on 
and expands Michelle Raheja’s (2007, 2010) notion of 
“visual sovereignty,” defined as acts of self-
representation by Indigenous media makers that des-
tabilize hegemonic stereotypes, ideologies and media 
practices (Peterson, 2013; also Dowell, 2013). Broade-
ning Raheja’s notion to “representational sovereignty” 
avoids privileging the visual mode and honors the im-
portance of sound in Native ideology and practice. It 

1 See for example, Berkhofer, 1978; V. Deloria, 1969; P. Deloria, 

1998; Pratt, 1992. For Brazil specifically, see Grupioni, 1992, 

Graham, 2011, Guzmán, 2013. I adopt the editorial practice 

used by Cultural Survival, a leading Indigenous human rights 

organization, and capitalize the words “Indigenous,” “Indige-

nous Peoples,” “Native,” and “Native Peoples.” I follow CS’s re-

asoning that such capitalization accords these terms dignity 

and recognition as collective proper nouns or derived forms. 

“Peoples” is capitalized only when it follows “Indigenous” and 

is used in the collective sense. Other nouns that follow “Indi-

genous” or “Native” are not capitalized (such as Indigenous 

communities, Indigenous leaders, Native representatives). The 

term “people” is not capitalized, as in, “There are 350 million 

Indigenous people in the world, and perhaps a few thousand 

Indigenous Peoples,” or “There were 500 Indigenous people at 

the U.N. Permanent Forum, representing 325 Indigenous Peo-

ples” (Cultural Survival, 2000; also Graham & Penny, 2014, p. 

18, n.1). 

also recalls the words of Rosalind Morris (1994, p. 14) 
who, when remarking on the scholarly reduction of 
film to the visual dimension, asks “Why is voice the 
mere supplement of vision?” The notion of representa-
tional sovereignty also embraces various forms of em-
bodied performance and audio productions, modes of 
auto-ethnographic representation that A’uwẽ-Xavante 
have also embraced (see L. Graham 2005, 2014). 

Today three distinct communities exist in the vicini-
ty of what was originally known as Eténhiritipa-
Pimentel Barbosa: Eténhiritipa, Pimentel Barbosa, and 
Wederã. In these, as in many contemporary Indigenous 
communities throughout the world, audiovisual media-
making, for both local and external consumption, is 
part of daily life, ceremonial activity and political cultu-
re. Once the domain of visitors to the community—
missionaries, ethnographers (like me), and journa-
lists—A’uwẽ-Xavante have made this technology their 
own. Community media makers have logged a tremen-
dous inventory of recordings, engaged in various pro-
ductive collaborations, and produced a number of do-
cumentaries that have been screened and won awards 
at prestigious film festivals in Brazil and internationally. 
Some individuals have traveled extensively to festivals, 
workshops and conferences, both nationally and inter-
nationally. 

In this article, I reflect on the history of peoples’ 
engagement with new media technologies in Eténhiri-
tipa-Pimentel Barbosa, including my role in their de-
ployment, over the twenty-five years since I introduced 
the first video camera and playback equipment in 
1991. As elsewhere, the adoption of new media te-
chnologies has brought significant identifiable rewards, 
including new, highly valued relationships and part-
nerships with outsiders (see Ginsburg, 1994) and mo-
vement into new physical as well as intellectual geo-
graphies (Smith, 2010). New media technologies also 
have helped to move the community in the direction of 
greater representational sovereignty. 

Partnerships support projects in essential ways; 
they facilitate the acquisition of equipment, build ca-
pacity and provide technical and other kinds of su-
pport. They also provide new opportunities for novel 
and valuable relationships. Partnerships, however, are 
often unstable. Partners are far away and sometimes 
unavailable; support is often unpredictable. The insta-
bility of partnerships presents a set of challenges, es-
pecially in the areas of securing consistent financial and 
technical support. This exaggerates problems associa-
ted with curating and archiving, which are themselves 
exacerbated by changing media formats and the rapid 
pace of technological change. Partnerships thus have 
two sides. While both necessary and valued, they also 
involve some serious challenges. 

Since “making a record for future generations,” as 
many people put it, is a primary motivation for and ob-
jective of the adoption of audio-visual media in 
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Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa, the intertwined nature 
of technology and socio-spatial relationships—which is 
inherent in many Indigenous media projects (see for 
example, Ginsburg, 1991, pp. 92, 102, 2002, p. 45; 
Raheja, 2010; Smith, 2010; Wortham, 2013)—has un-
dermined the community’s ability to access, and in so-
me cases retain, this record. Thus, while the uptake of 
new media technologies has not proven to be “the final 
assault in a Faustian bargain with modernity” (Gins-
burg, 1991; see also Turner, 2002a), the instability of 
the media and the necessary reliance on even the most 
well-intentioned partners, does in the case of Eténhiri-
tipa-Pimentel Barbosa, entail a Faustian element. In 
the spirit of most Indigenous media scholarship, I con-
tinue to celebrate achievements, learn from difficulti-
es, and generally be optimistic. 

2. Faustian Entailments 

In her seminal essay, “Faustian Contract or Global Vil-
lage,” Faye Ginsburg (1991) responded to the reaso-
ning of Frankfurt School theorists and their followers 
by raising the question of “whether indigenous (or in-
deed, minority or dominated subjects anywhere) can 
assimilate dominant media to their own cultural and 
political concerns or are inevitably compromised by its 
presence” (Ginsburg, 2011, p. 238). The burgeoning 
body of scholarship that emerged over the next deca-
des, including analyses of Indigenous media work fol-
lowing the launch of communication satellites over 
remote areas in Australia and northern Canada (see for 
example, Ginsburg 1993, 2002; Michaels, 1986), 
overwhelmingly disproves dismal Frankfurt School pre-
dictions and provides copious evidence of Indigenous 
Peoples adopting and deploying new media in creative 
ways that assert and conserve unique identities (see 
Ginsburg 1995a, 1995b; also Turner, 2002a). Numerous 
studies of Indigenous use of new media—in commu-
nities stretching from Canada, the U.S., Australia, and 
New Zealand, to Mexico, Brazil, and Bolivia—that fol-
low in the wake of Sol Worth and John Adair’s 
(1972/1997) first experiments in subject-produced film, 
repeatedly demonstrate that audio-visual media are 
powerful instruments for the creative expression of 
identity, self-reflection, political empowerment, cultu-
ral transmission, and the preservation of traditional 
knowledge (see, for example, Ginsburg 1991, 1994, 
1999, 2002, 2011; Michaels, 1986; Turner 1991a, 1992, 
2002a; Prins, 2002; Wilson & Stewart, 2008). There can 
be no doubt that new media technologies give Indige-
nous Peoples powerful means to destabilize hegemonic 
stereotypes that circulate in the mass media, assert 
greater control over processes of representation and 
fortify their cultures. Simultaneously these technolo-
gies serve as important political instruments (see Tur-
ner, 1991a; Smith, 2010). Contemporary Indigenous 
Peoples use media to effect change and assert their 

rights to achieve autonomy and sovereignty—on their 
own terms (Raheja, 2010; Wortham, 2013).2  

Ethnographically informed analyses of Indigenous 
use of audio-visual media, especially video, during the 
late 1980s and 1990s shifted attention away from me-
dia products, or media texts, to the social processes 
entailed in their use (for example, Ginsburg, 1994, 
1995; Michaels, 1994; Turner 1991a, 1991b; Dowell, 
2013). Scholars emphasized uniquely Indigenous as-
pects of production, reception and engagement with 
media technologies. Ginsburg (1994) posited the very 
productive notion of “embedded aesthetics” to descri-
be the cultural mediations, social relationships, possibi-
lities and connections with others that Indigenous me-
dia opens up at various levels of scale, from within and 
across local communities to global partnerships and 
collaborations. Considering that most Indigenous me-
dia projects involve partnerships and are deeply colla-
borative, it is important to examine the dialogic, indeed 
multivocal nature of these collaborations (MacDougall, 
1992; also Smith, 2010). This means shining the 
spotlight on contradictions and challenges, including 
asymmetries and power dynamics, as well as on positi-
ve relationships and results.  

While many authors, often in passing, note strug-
gles, challenges and dilemmas that Indigenous media 
makers face—such as chronic lack of funds and shoes-
tring budgets (Raheja, 2007, p. 1167), historic lack of 
control over distribution (Prins, 2002), necessary reli-
ance on outsiders, presence or absence of key indivi-
duals and the often precarious nature of partnerships 
(e.g. Ginsburg, 2002, p. 45; Prins, 2002, p. 68)3—most 
scholarship on Indigenous media to date is positive, 
with good reason given all of new media’s demonstra-
ted positive contributions. Few analyses focus directly 
on difficulties and challenges. Contemporary anthropo-
logists and other allies, who are bound by a professional 
ethic to “do no harm” (see American Anthropological 
Association, 2004), may hesitate to offer critiques out of 
very real concerns that these may be used to undermi-
ne Indigenous projects.4 While these concerns are legi-

2 Given the incredible diversity of Indigenous Peoples, I share 

Erica Wortham’s discomfort with the umbrella term “Indige-

nous media.” I follow Pamela Wilson and Michelle Stewart 

(2008) who stress the importance of authorship in the definiti-

on of Indigenous media and agree with Wortham’s suggestion 

that Indigenous media “describes a kind of media that repre-

sent rather than overwhelms ‘local cultural specificities’” 

(Wortham, 2013, p. 11).  
3 Ginsburg (2002, p. 45) briefly notes, for example, that the 

analysis of the Warlpiri Media Association overlooks the “cru-

cial impact”—both positive and negative—of the presence or 

absence and “variable reliability” of key individuals, such as Eric 

Michaels and other white advisors, on the Warlpiri Media As-

sociation.  
4 A similar lack of scholarly criticism characterizes early anthro-
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timate, drawing attention to challenges and struggles 
deepens understanding and may be helpful to people 
who are planning projects or in initial stages. Ethno-
graphic examples from various contexts may also provi-
de creative ideas that could be useful to more mature 
projects. At a broader level, directing attention to chal-
lenges contributes to greater understanding of and in-
sights into Native Peoples’ creative responses to change.  

Two scholars who confront some of the serious 
challenges and dilemmas of Indigenous media are 
Leighton Peterson and Erica Wortham (see also 
Graham, 2009). Peterson (2014) exposes some of the 
obstacles to native documentary filmmakers’ efforts to 
get Native perspectives, and especially Native voices, 
on Public Television. He directs attention to ways that 
Native voice is negotiated in decisions about language 
choice, subtitling, translation, pacing, and voice-overs. 
Indigenous filmmakers who are attempting to contest, 
reshape and correct both visual and acoustic images of 
Native Americans within a “media industrial complex” 
that is oriented toward producing entertainment or 
education primarily for non-native viewers, confront 
dominant institutional ideologies about audience ex-
pectations and what is considered appropriate for Pu-
blic Television. Native filmmakers, such as Navajo Ben-
nie Klein, balance pressures to accommodate these 
against radically different expectations about language 
use in their local communities. They also navigate pre-
judicial hierarchies even within “safe” spaces such as 
Vision Maker, a nonprofit organization that receives 
major funding from the Corporation for Public Bro-
adcasting to promote native media and alternative 
perspectives. Native documentarians compete with 
non-Native producers who continue to create Native 
content, and amongst themselves, for limited resour-
ces (Peterson, 2014, pp. 249-250).  

Erica Wortham (2013) describes the specific institu-
tional contexts in which video indígena emerged in 
Mexico in the early 1990s and reveals the internal con-
flicts and tensions that plagued projects in Oaxaca. 
Problematic ideas and methodologies adopted by idea-
listic urban collaborators and internal contradictions, 
such as the tension between individual and collective 
authorship, plagued Indigenous video from the outset. 
As elsewhere, projects suffered a chronic lack of resou-
rces, a problem that appears to be common to Indige-
nous media projects across the globe (also Graham, 
2009). While describing the challenges associated with 
programs that train media makers in locations apart 
from their communities, Wortham (2013, p. 82) obser-
ves that individuals were often at pains to make their 
projects understood and compelling to their home 
communities. Indigenous media makers, culture bro-
kers who straddle two worlds, frequently face challen-

pological discussions of Indigenous social movements (see L. 

Graham, 2014, p. 334). 

ges associated with their movement between local and 
extra-local contexts. Wortham (2013, p. 82) notes that 
this dilemma arises in relation to outside funding: 
“Outside funding lends videomakers a needed source 
of motivation, moral and financial support, but can also 
estrange them from the very communities they aim to 
represent and strengthen.”  

Harald Prins (2002) observes that Indigenous peo-
ples sometimes participate in collaborative projects 
that perpetuate the circulation of negative, primitivist 
stereotypes, or “media myths.” He notes, however, 
evidence suggesting that those “who willingly posed or 
performed for strangers had their own perceptions of 
the politics of visual representation” (2002, p. 62). His 
observation underscores the fact that Indigenous peo-
ple and their collaborators may have radically diver-
gent objectives and understandings of their shared 
work.  

3. A’uwẽ-Xavante, National Media and the Brazilian 
Imaginary 

A’uwẽ-Xavante5 are a central Brazilian Ge-speaking pe-
ople who numbered approximately 15,315 at the time 
of Brazil’s last official census in 2010 (Instituto Socio-
ambiental, 2015). The first peaceful encounters betwe-
en A’uwẽ-Xavante and representatives of the national 
society took place in 1946. The contact period spanned 
nearly twenty years, as different A’uwẽ-Xavante groups 
entered into peaceful relationships at different times 
and in different ways. In the early 1960s, at the end of 
the contact period, the population is estimated to have 
been 1,100, nearly one third of its estimated pre-
contact size (Maybury-Lewis, 1974). 

The Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa communities are 
located in the Pimentel Barbosa Indigenous Territory 
(T.I.), one of seven A’uwẽ-Xavante areas that are home 
to over 200 autonomous communities (see Figures 1 
and 2). The current territories are insufficient to su-
pport A’uwẽ-Xavante’s traditional and healthy semi-
nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle. The move to seden-
tism and associated changes in diet that followed their 
confinement to small territories in the post-contact pe-
riod have had severe negative impacts on A’uwẽ-
Xavante health. Basic social services—especially in the 
areas of health care and sanitation—are sorely lacking 
in A’uwẽ-Xavante communities. The situation is exa-
cerbated over the last 15−20 years by the implementa-
tion of intensive agro-industry, primarily soy, immedia-
tely adjacent to their legally titled lands. Contemporary 
A’uwẽ-Xavante face continuous political and envi-
ronmental threats from surrounding agribusiness and 
also from government plans to implement a series of 

5 The name “Xavante” (also Chavante, Shavante) is a Portugue-

se label used to refer to people who call themselves A’uwẽ. 

Currently A’uwẽ are asserting use of their autodenomination.  
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infrastructural projects in or next to their areas. Apart 
from a few salaried government positions, there is no 

steady income stream into the community, other than 
small social security stipends provided to elders. 

 
Figure 1. Location of Xavante territories. Source: Courtesy of Graham, Hernández and Waiassé (2009). 

 
Figure 2. Xavante indigenous territories. Source: Courtesy of Graham, Hernández and Waiassé (2009). 
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A’uwẽ-Xavante are, as historian Seth Garfield (2001 p. 
59) observes, Brazil’s first Indigenous group marketed 
by the mass media. They are thus one of Brazil’s most 
well known Indigenous groups. From the 1940s thro-
ugh the 1980s, A’uwẽ-Xavante held a unique position 
in the national imaginary as Brazil’s archetypal Noble 
Savage.6 In the 1940s when the government of Presi-
dent Getúlio Vargas determined to open the “hinter-
land” to capitalist expansion, it mounted a massive, 
ideologically-laden mass-media campaign to glorify sta-
te expansion into the region and justify it as part of a 
patriotic agenda (see Garfield, 2001; also Maybury-
Lewis, 1974). Media positioned A’uwẽ-Xavante at the 
center of this campaign as icons of the Noble Savage. 
A’uwẽ-Xavante’s bravery, resistance and indomitable 
spirit personified these positive qualities of the natio-
nal character. Over a tense three-year period journa-
lists embedded in the state’s “pacification team” regu-
larly reported to a national audience, gripping 
attention with dramatic stories of the elusive A’uwẽ-
Xavante contact. Then, in 1946, when ancestors of pe-
ople who now reside in the Pimentel Barbosa and 
Areões Indigenous Territories initiated the first peace-
ful exchange with members of the Indian Protection 
Service (SPI) team, mass media celebrated the victori-
ous “pacification” as an example of civilization’s inevi-
table triumph over the Noble Savage, and especially 
the state’s dominance over the untamed backlands and 
its native inhabitants.7  

In the decades that followed the media-celebrated 
Xavante contact and the ensuing land-grab, A’uwẽ-
Xavante leaders capitalized on their bold and fearless 
warrior image in the offices of the National Indian 
Foundation (FUNAI) in Brasília as they began to fight to 
recoup portions of their stolen lands. Among them one 
young leader named Mario Juruna (Dzuru’rã) stands 
out for his astute perception of the power of Brazil’s 
mass media, understanding of A’uwẽ-Xavante’s fierce 
image in the national imaginary, and inspired use of a 
cassette tape recorder. Juruna, who positioned a nati-
onal Panasonic cassette recorder at the center of his 
brilliant strategy for confronting public officials who 
were trying to deceive him, holds the distinction of 
being Brazil’s first native media activist.  

Juruna first saw a cassette recorder for sale in a 
shop window on one of his visits to the state capital of 
Cuiabá and realized it could help him in his struggles 
against corrupt government officials (Veja, 1980). He 
used it to record high-level government officials’ lies 
and false promises about the return of stolen A’uwẽ-

6 For a discussion of natives in the national imaginary, see 

Guzmán (2013). 
7 For excellent descriptions of the contact, see Lopes da Silva 

(1992); also Garfield (2001) and Gomide (2008). A’uwẽ-

Xavante, of course, tell a different story (see Serebu’rã, Ru-

pawẽ, & Serenhimirãmi, 1997; also Graham, 1995).  

Xavante lands. Then—surrounded by dozens of A’uwẽ-
Xavante men who arrived from their communities 
stunningly decorated in body paint and armed with war 
clubs, bows and arrows for dramatic effect—Juruna 
played back his recordings in face-to-face follow-up 
confrontations with mendacious officials in front of the 
national press. Armed with his tape recorder, Juruna 
publicly exposed top military officials as liars, and de-
manded honesty and accountability.  

As reports of Juruna’s exposés splashed across the 
headlines of major newspapers and featured promi-
nently in other national media, Juruna—and by exten-
sion A’uwẽ-Xavante people—won immense public ac-
claim and celebrity. Juruna’s actions were especially 
noteworthy because they took place during a period of 
severe civil repression and press censorship (see 
Graham, 2011).8 Juruna and A’uwẽ-Xavante people 
self-consciously used their celebrity to press their ad-
vantage and this helped them win back portions of 
their stolen lands. Other native groups, particularly the 
Kayapó, have followed Juruna’s pioneering example, 
using audio-visual technology and also dramatic thea-
trical spectacle, to advance their interests (see for 
example, Turner, 1992). 

4. Introducing Video in Eténhritipa-Pimentel Barbosa  

I first came to Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa in 1982 to 
carry out an ethnographic study of language and 
communication for my master’s thesis. Cacique Warodi 
adopted me into his family, in part to protect me from 
a hostile government agent with whom I had clashed 
and whom he also perceived as an adversary (see L. 
Graham, 1995, pp. 9-16). I visited again for several 
months in 1984 before returning for two-years of doc-
toral dissertation research in 1985−87. In total, during 
the 1980s, I spent over three years conducting ethno-
graphic research in this community. I am still conside-
red to be an adopted member of Warodi’s family. 

Throughout my fieldwork in the 1980s elders from 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa, and Warodi in particu-
lar, discovered ways to adapt my ethnographer’s do-
cumentary skills and technologies (writing, audio re-
cording, photographing, and eventually video 
recording) to accommodate their desire to promote 
cultural continuity and to project A’uwẽ-Xavante 
knowledge and culture to broader audiences, öpore 
“across the sea,” as Warodi put it (see Graham, 1995, 

8 In 1982 Juruna was elected to the National Congress and be-

came the first, and so far only, Indigenous leader to hold natio-

nal office in Brazil. For more information on Juruna, see Conklin 

and Graham (1995); Garfield (2004), Graham (1995, pp. 46-47, 

2011), Hemming (2003), Juruna, Hohlfeldt, & Hoffman (1982), 

Maybury-Lewis (1991) and Ramos (1998). For discussion of 

ways that the press used Juruna to advance the interests of the 

business class see Graham (2011).  
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also 1983). During much of this period the state was 
implementing massive economic development projects 
in A’uwẽ-Xavante areas and many elders expressed 
concerns that the dramatic changes A’uwẽ-Xavante 
were experiencing posed serious threats to A’uwẽ-
höimanazé (A’uwẽ-Xavante culture, knowledge and 
ways of living, see Graham, 2005). Some (mostly youn-
ger) men expected visitors—who were very rare and 
consisted mostly of government employees—to bring 
huge development projects. Warodi and other elders, 
on the other hand, welcomed my interest in A’uwẽ-
höimanazé. Elders were interested in documentary te-
chnologies as means to record and disseminate their 
knowledge and A’uwẽ-Xavante culture; they even sta-
ged performances for my tape recorder and expected 
me to interpret these and write a book for audiences 
“across the sea” (Graham, 1995). The elders and I had 
numerous conversations about “cultural projects.” Col-
laborating in some sort of “cultural project" could be, I 
thought, a way for me to satisfy the younger men and 
“give back” to the community that had so generously 
hosted me while I conducted research for my master’s 
thesis and doctoral dissertation, and also help the el-
ders in their mission to document and disseminate 
their wisdom and traditions.  

In June 1991, seven years after the padre’s visit 
made its indelible impression on me, and inspired by 
Terence Turner’s work with the Kayapó video project 
and Vincent Carelli’s Video nas Aldeias (Video in the 
Villages, VNA),9 I travelled to Eténhiritipa-Pimentel 
Barbosa to discuss the possibility of implementing a vi-
deo project. After presenting the idea in the warã 
men’s council and discussing it with community lea-
ders, who were extremely enthusiastic, I again retur-
ned with a video camera, television, VCR machine for 
playback and, since there was no electricity, also a ge-
nerator (see Graham 1995: 230). Given Juruna’s astute 
use of the cassette tape recorder in political struggles 
over land, national media’s history of manipulating re-
presentations of A’uwẽ-Xavante to serve dominant in-
terests, elders’ interest in communicating about 
themselves to audiences “across the sea,” as well as 
A’uwẽ-Xavante’s inability to control mediated repre-
sentations of themselves and their culture to the world 
“outside,” I expected that members of the community 
would discover many possible uses for this new te-
chnology. Also, since I had witnessed young men’s ra-
pid and enthusiastic uptake of cassette recorders to re-

9 Established in 1987, Video in the Villages (Video nas Aldeias, 

VNA) is a Brazilian non-profit that works with Indigenous Peo-

ples who want to share and discuss ideas about image and re-

presentation and make films. For more information about VNA, 

see Ignacio de Carvalho (2009); also Aufderheide (1995) and Z. 

Graham (2014). The connection with VNA was especially im-

portant during the first decade of the Eténhiritipa-Pimentel 

Barbosa project. 

cord and play back singing, known as da-ño’re, in the 
1980s, I expected that men would eagerly embrace this 
technology. Da-ño're is a form of song and dance clo-
sely associated with boys, adolescent males, and young 
men (see Aytai, 1985, and Graham, 1995, pp. 103-136). 
I also wondered if women might try the new technolo-
gy and how they might use it.  

4.1. The 1980s Mediascape: Cassettes, Alterity and 
Male-Centric Management of Technology 

When I made my first trip to Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Bar-
bosa in 1982 there were no cassette recorders, other 
than the one I brought as part of my ethnographic 
toolkit. Valdo, who held a salaried position as a truck 
driver, owned a portable battery-operated transistor 
radio which he mostly played in his home but occasio-
nally took to the warã central plaza for entertainment 
before the evening men’s council got underway. Peo-
ple were much more interested in my tape recorder 
than in Valdo’s radio, however, and particularly in re-
cordings I made of da-ño’re singing. People of all ages 
had what, to me, seemed nearly insatiable appetites for 
listening to da-ño’re recordings. They were so eager in 
fact that I had to hoard my supply of batteries and, fran-
kly, be stingy about playing back recordings (which made 
me feel bad but people were fairly understanding).  

In 1984, during my second visit, the pressure to 
play back my recordings began to let up. By this time 
several young men, also in salaried positions, owned 
their own boom boxes and used them exclusively to 
record and play back da-ño’re. Over the next year cas-
sette recorders proliferated throughout the community 
and, because young men move between their natal 
homes and their in-laws’ houses, for some portion of 
each 24-hour period there was at least one boom box 
in almost every house. Demands on me shifted from 
requests to play back my da-ño’re recordings to appe-
als for batteries and blank cassettes and, sometimes, 
portable cassette recorders.  

A’uwẽ-Xavante enjoyed listening to da-ño’re recor-
ded in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa and also in other 
A’uwẽ-Xavante communities, as affordable cassettes 
enabled people to exchange recordings across 
communities. They delighted in listening to these re-
cordings at all hours of the day and night, as long as ba-
ttery supplies lasted. Even in the wee hours of the 
morning boom boxes blasted da-ño’re at high volume, 
often distorted by dying batteries. Young people espe-
cially enjoyed playing loud recordings at night to hide 
the sounds of their lovemaking. When suitors visited 
the young maidens in the house of my adopted family 
no one, other than me, seemed to mind the earsplit-
ting sonic screens that made my sleep impossible.  

The gendered adoption and incorporation of cas-
sette technology in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa con-
forms to A’uwẽ-Xavante’s male-centric “symbolic eco-
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nomy of alterity,” or way of dealing with and managing 
relations with Others and worlds beyond the local 
community (see L. Graham, 2014).10 A’uwẽ-Xavante 
men selectively bring their knowledge, experiences and 
elements from the “outside”—in this case cassette te-
chnology—into communities where women as well as 
men comment on, transform and adapt these to local 
circumstances. By the end of the decade, a few young 
women occasionally operated the boom boxes of their 
husbands or brothers to make recordings of their per-
formances, but young men dominated the uptake of 
cassette technology. They adapted it to document and 
then enjoy, with their age mates and families, the ex-
pressive form that is practiced most by adolescent boys 
and young men, and highly valued by all. The same 
gendered pattern characterized the uptake of video in 
this community. From the early 1990s through the first 
decade of the new millennium men dominated use of 
new media technologies. As we shall see below, fema-
les are just now beginning to get involved. 

4.2. Experimenting with Audio-Visual Technologies 

10 Building on the work of Joanna Overing (1977, 1983–1984), 

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (1992) and other scholars of native 

Amazonia, I characterize a A’uwẽ-Xavante ideology and pattern 

of orientation to Others and difference, including others’ te-

chnologies, as a “symbolic economy of alterity.”  

On the night the equipment debuted in Eténhiritipa-
Pimentel Barbosa the entire community gathered to sit 
in front of the television, which I positioned on a wo-
oden table in the warã central plaza (Figure 3). Cacique 
Suptó formally thanked me and expressed his enthusi-
asm for the project. He introduced the new technolo-
gy, explaining that the video camera “holds” (records) 
pictures of movement and sound on a (VHS) tape that 
is similar to, but larger than, an audio cassette. He then 
described that the VCR machine transmits images that 
are “held” on the tape to the television for display and 
that both machines are powered by the generator, 
which we had set up behind his house. He then invited 
me to speak. 

“This is a ‘’cultural project,’” I began, “along the li-
nes that Warodi had imagined.” I clarified that, unlike 
most of the projects in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa 
and other A’uwẽ-Xavante communities at the time, this 
was not a state-sponsored project with a state-defined 
objective. “This technology provides you the opportu-
nity to experiment and discover how you want to use 
it, like other Indigenous Peoples are doing elsewhere in 
Brazil and around the world.” I avoided introducing this 
equipment as part of any explicit political or activist 
agenda, even though I thought of the community’s abi-
lity to control means of documentation and viewing as 
inherently political, as means to achieve greater repre-
sentational sovereignty. 

 
Figure 3. Watching the first videos in the warã central plaza. Source: Photo courtesy of Laura R. Graham (1991). 
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I expected that, in typical A’uwẽ-Xavante fashion, men 
would be the first to experiment; they would, discuss it 
extensively in caucus and in the warã council and, 
through trial and error, adopt and adapt it as they per-
ceived it would be most useful. “Women as well as 
men can operate this equipment,” I said, adding, “I am 
happy to show anyone who wants to learn how to ope-
rate it.” I also thanked Vincent Carelli and Video in the 
Villages (Video nas Aldeias, VNA) that supported laun-
ching the project. “When I leave in August,” I added, “I 
will to take whoever you choose with me to São Paulo 
to meet Vincent Carelli and learn more about Video in 
the Villages and its work.”  

We then watched several VNA films, including “The 
[Nambiquara] Girls’ Ceremony” (Video nas Aldeias, 
1987), “The Spirit of TV” (Video nas Aldeias 1990) and 
Kayapó films that Carelli and Turner had provided as 
examples of ways that other Indigenous communities 
were using video. These, like much of VNA’s work at the 
time, illustrated the documentary use of video to pre-
serve elders’ knowledge and traditional culture and also 
as a catalyst for self-reflection and cultural revitalization. 
These documentary ideologies, including convictions 
concerning the media’s permanence, resonated with lo-
cal concerns and were reinforced in subsequent VNA-
sponsored workshops and activities that included parti-
cipants from Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa. The docu-
mentary orientation, and especially the idea of durabi-
lity, informs much of the media work in Eténhiritipa-
Pimentel Barbosa and its splinter communities. No one 
from these communities has yet produced a work of 
fiction or a genre other than documentary (including a 
pedagogical film about oral hygiene) and media makers 
and others from these communities do not, at least so 
far, question notions of video as holding up a mirror 
that reflects present visible and acoustic reality.11 This 
is evident in the editing process, as media makers place 
great importance on sequencing events as they trans-
pired (see also Turner, 2002b).  

Seeing and hearing video images from neighboring 
Indigenous Peoples on TV was a novel and exciting ex-
perience and people watched the TV with great fasci-
nation (see also Gallois & Carelli, 1995). Animated by 
what they had seen, over the next days several young 
men, all outgoing individuals who had considerable ex-
perience with the warazu (non-indigenous) world, ea-
gerly experimented with the camera. Women and girls 
were reluctant, even though I invited several to try. 
Looking through the viewfinder was the closest any 

11For discussion of VNA’s mission and ideology, see Carelli 

(1995) and Aufderheide (1995). For excellent discussion of do-

cumentary ideology in Indigenous video projects in Mexico, see 

Wortham (2013). Gershon and Malitsky (2011) offer perspecti-

ves from linguistic anthropology adding to the discussion about 

the links between representation and reality in documentary 

film.  

female got to handling the camera.  
Young men filmed various quotidian activities in 

these first experiments: children playing games, chic-
kens running about, dogs scratching, people weaving 
baskets and mats. And, since they took the camera to 
their various abodes, the first days’ experiments offe-
red a sample of goings on in a number of different hou-
seholds. Each night people gathered around the TV in 
the warã to see the results of these first experiments; 
expressions of surprise, roars of laughter and guffaws 
filled the air as people identified friends and family 
members and delighted in seeing images of themselves 
projected on the television screen for the first time.  

Within a few days community leaders initiated a se-
ries of discussions to decide how to manage the new 
technology. First they decided to build a structure that 
would protect the TV and be big enough to shelter an 
audience of television viewers. Construction began 
immediately and the “television’s dwelling” was com-
pleted within a few weeks. They also determined, not 
surprisingly since the new technology conferred consi-
derable prestige, that cacique Suptó would act as guar-
dian of the TV, playback machine and generator. Until 
the TV house was completed, these would remain in 
Suptó’s home, signaling and further reinforcing his sta-
tus (see also Turner, 2002a). Another young man, Ro-
berto, was the ideal candidate for operating the televi-
sion and playback equipment since he spoke good 
Portuguese and, as FUNAI’s “Chief of Post” who opera-
ted the shortwave radio at the FUNAI Post, had experi-
ence operating electronic equipment.  

After considering various candidates, the elders se-
lected one of Warodi’s nephews, a youth named Caimi 
Waiassé who was then 15, to learn to use the camera 
and “make films.” Waiassé had just returned to 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa from the Brazilian city of 
Goiânia where he had lived with a Portuguese-speaking 
family, studied in a Brazilian school and successfully 
completed eighth grade. His ability to speak good Por-
tuguese and familiarity with the warazu world made 
him, in the elders’ opinion, ideally suited to the job.  

From the outset, male elders took the lead in de-
termining which activities should be filmed. Once I pro-
vided Waiassé with basic instruction and he experi-
mented for several days, the elders decided that he 
and I should film an upcoming hunting trip. Since hun-
ting is a quintessentially male activity in which men ta-
ke immense pride, it is not surprising that elders first 
directed their new technology to document hunting ac-
tivities. They even designated two pre-initiate boys, 
one each to me and Waiassé, to carry our camera bags. 
We filmed the ceremonial da-ño’re singing and dancing 
that mark the beginning of the du (grass) ceremonial 
hunt, parts of the excursion to and from the site and 
also the butchering and associated activities which, 
since someone shot and killed a male tapir, included 
anointing the novitiates with its urine. From a distance 
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Waiassé spotted and filmed a few animals as they dar-
ted through the brush. Hunting itself proved to be a 
challenge to film. For this type of dry-season hunt, 
A’uwẽ-Xavante flush out game by setting ablaze a large 
expanse of dry savannah grassland. Smoke fills the air, 
obscuring visibility and stinging eyes, which makes it 
difficult to see—no less film.  

The next evening, when we reviewed footage to 
evaluate and critique the day’s work, as we did each 
day, Waiassé saw how tiny the images of these animals 
appeared when projected on the television screen. 
“Wẽ bö!” he exclaimed with dismay. “You can barely 
see anything!” This was instructive, for he as well as 
others, learned by seeing that the human eye and brain 
make adjustments for context that the camera does 
not (see Waiassé, 1995). From then on Waiassé beca-
me bolder in his camera work. He began to approach 
his subjects less timidly and film at closer range. His 
primary subjects, other people in the community, also 
began to understand and accept the camera at close 
range. In fact, ceremonial participants began to expect 
the camera, anticipate its focus and, taking pride in 
their performance, appeared to execute behaviors with 
special care when they knew they were being filmed. 
Indeed, one of the filming techniques that has emer-
ged in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa is the practice of 
focusing on and documenting each participant in ce-
remonials that are filmed. People enjoy watching, and 
evaluating these takes; many of which are omitted 
from films edited for non-A’uwẽ-Xavante viewers be-
cause, as Waiassé explained, to non-A’uwẽ-Xavante 

eyes, they appear repetitive and redundant. 
When Waiassé and I left for São Paulo two months 

later, he got his first introduction to editing equipment 
(see Figure 4). He learned more about VNA and its pro-
jects, and a productive collaboration ensued. Thro-
ughout the 1990s and into the first years of the new 
millennium, Waiassé worked with VNA. He participated 
in VNA workshops, including several in other Indige-
nous communities, collaborated on several VNA video 
projects and travelled with VNA to Indigenous film fes-
tivals in Brazil and also internationally. He attended 
and screened his work at the V Festival de Cine y Video 
de Pueblos Indígenas in Bolivia in 1996, the Margaret 
Mead Festival in New York in 1997 and, in 2000, the VI 
Festival de Cine y Video de Pueblos Indígenas America-
nos in Madrid, among others. These activities immer-
sed Waiassé in the discourse of image politics that in-
forms much of VNA and other Indigenous media work. 
When he returned from his travels he brought these 
discourses back to the community where they intersec-
ted with emerging discussions on these topics and con-
tributed to an increasing awareness of the politics of 
representation and recognition of the importance of 
controlling auto-ethnographic representations (Pratt, 
1992), or “image” as Waiassé and others in Eténhiriti-
pa-Pimentel Barbosa put it (see Graham, 2005). The 
partnership with VNA and the opportunities and relati-
onships that it afforded exemplify an ‘embedded aes-
thetics’ at scale, for Waiassé established relationships 
with people and institutions both in Brazil and across 
the globe. 

 
Figure 4. Waiassé experiments with equipment at Video in the Villages. Source: Photo courtesy of Laura R. Graham (1991). 
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4.3. Incorporating Video 

Within several years leaders further underscored their 
endorsement of video work by designating Jorge Pro-
todi, one of Waiassé’s age mates and his da-ãmo ce-
remonial friend, as a second dahöirbari’wa or dapó-
tó’wa as “photographers” are called in A’uwẽ-
Xavante.12 Protodi, who was fascinated with the video 
camera and actively expressed interest in working with 
the camera, is an ideal counterpart to Waiassé, for 
their da-ãmo bond as complementary social selves 
translates into their documentary work.13 Camera ope-
rators are expected to meet their ceremonial obligati-
ons fully and film when their participation can be spa-
red. In ceremonies where Waiassé and Protodi must 
both participate, their social complementarity general-
ly means that one is able to film while the other can-
not. During the initiation ceremonial for the Ai’rere 
age-set, they juggled roles as the initiates’ sponsors 
and camera operators. Adorned in full ceremonial re-
galia, they creatively adapted the obligations associa-
ted with their social personae and ceremonial partici-
pation with their roles as camera operators; when one 
was obliged to fulfill his ceremonial role, the other 
stepped out of his to take up the camera. While filming 
the Wai’a rini ceremonial featured in the film Darini 

12 Dahöibari and dapótó are synonyms for photograph. The 

word for photographer consists of adding the agentive 

morpheme ‘wa, literally “photograph maker.” 
13For discussion of A’uwẽ-Xavante ceremonial friendship, see 

Lopes da Silva (1986); also Maybury-Lewis (1974, pp. 108-109). 

For discussion of age sets and social structure generally, see 

Maybury-Lewis (1974); also Graham (2009).  

(Waiassé & Protodi, 2005), Waiassé’s and Protodi’s 
membership in complementary segmentary groups 
enabled them to alternate the roles of camera opera-
tor and ritual participant. Together they maximized 
their participation in ceremonial activities and filming. 
(Figure 5). 

With two filmmakers, the role of dahöirbari’wa or 
dapótó’wa, “cineaste” (filmmaker), became a recog-
nized and respected, albeit unsalaried, position in 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa. This work takes its in-
cumbents away from other obligations and routine 
chores and shifts these burdens to others. When Wai-
assé began this work for example, he had obligations 
as a groom to his wife’s family. He was required to 
work for his bride’s father in the family swidden garden 
where, as a son-in-law, he assisted in the hard labor of 
felling trees and clearing fields. Waiassé’s in-laws also 
expected him to supply them with game from hunting 
trips. When Waiassé’s cineaste commitments kept him 
from performing his family chores, by removing him 
from the village, his brothers compensated with their 
labor and some game, if they had success on their hun-
ting trips. When Waiassé returns from city trips, he 
compensates those who pick up the slack by contribu-
ting consumer goods purchased in the city, such as 
cloth or clothing or other store-bought items that are 
that are difficult to obtain. Waiassé’s situation impro-
ved when he moved into a salaried position working as 
a teacher in the Wederã community school and also 
sometimes at the FUNAI post. This has somewhat res-
tricted his availability to work on film projects. He is, 
however, able to devote more time during school re-
cess. 

 
Figure 5. Waiassé filming in full ceremonial regalia. Source: Photo courtesy of Rosa Gauditano/Studio R (2001). 
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Waiassé, joined by Protodi toward the end of the 
1990s, began to document activities that take place in 
public space—ceremonials especially but also quotidi-
an activities, such as weaving mats and baskets, hun-
ting and fishing trips, and work in swidden gardens. 
Waiassé explained to an audience at the University of 
Iowa, where he has shown his work several times, that 
activities which are not open to public viewing are “off 
limits.” However, A’uwẽ-Xavante filmmakers do indeed 
film some behaviors that take place away from public 
viewing and which, according to an A’uwẽ-Xavante aes-
thetic, are not considered “spectator worthy” (see L. 
Graham, 2014). Filmmakers often film ceremonial pre-
parations, including body painting, that take place 
either within the home or in ritually secluded areas. 
While these activities are not specifically considered 
“good to look at” they are not taboo to women and 
non-initiates and are, therefore, acceptable to photo-
graph and film.14  

Community leaders quickly developed a clear sense 
of what they want documented, both for internal con-
sumption and also to show warazu (non-indigenous 
peoples), for they see film as an instrument to showca-
se the beauty of A’uwẽ-Xavante culture, deepen non-
Indigenous Peoples’ understanding of A’uwẽ, and im-
prove Xavante’s image in the national public sphere 
(see Graham, 2005, also 2001). From the outset elders 
were especially enthusiastic about filming male-
centered ceremonials, the events and activities that 
they think of as most spectator worthy and “beautiful 
to look at.” They also envisioned the technology as a 
way to “make a record for future generations,” as Wai-
assé puts it. And, since public activities that A’uwẽ-
Xavante consider to be most beautiful are male-
centric, filming male-centered ceremonial activities 
soon became the primary focus of much of Waiassé 
and Protodi’s documentary work. The idea to make Da-
rini (Waiassé & Protodi, 2005), for example, a film that 
documents boys’ initiation into the Wai’a ceremonial 
complex, came directly from the elders (Waiassé, per-
sonal communication, 2007).  

During the late 1990s and into the new millennium, 
when men from Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa collabo-
rated with cultural presenters from São Paulo to stage 
ethnographic spectacles for audiences in Brazilian cities 
and also internationally, they designated at least one 
coveted spot on their trips for a cineasta. One camera 
operator, either Waiassé or Protodi—if not both, trave-
led with groups of performers to make an audio-visual 
documentary record of their performance and experi-
ences (see Graham, 2005). In this way, those who 

14 See Eric Michaels (1991) for an excellent discussion of 

viewing restrictions and documentary filming. For discussion of 

viewing restrictions and dilemmas associated with displaying 

culture in national and global public arenas, see, for example, 

Myers (2014).  

stayed behind could see and hopefully have a better 
understanding of the work as well as the world and 
people that the travelers encountered in Brazilian cities 
and öpore “across the ocean.” Organizers and partici-
pants could also review, evaluate and critique perfor-
mances, as they do with footage of other ceremonials, 
and use their observations to improve future perfor-
mances (see Waiassé, 1995). One day, Waiassé says, he 
hopes to edit this footage and make a film of the öpore 
trips and work. 

While the majority of the filmmakers’ work focuses 
on documenting ceremonial activities, leaders from 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa eventually began to in-
corporate audio visual recording technologies into their 
strategy for dealing with representatives from FUNAI 
and other government bodies, much like Mario Juruna 
did with his audio-cassette recorder and as the Kayapó 
(and subsequently others) have done with video came-
ras (see, for example, Turner, 1991a). They use this te-
chnology to make documentary records of important 
meetings, which they can later use to press for accoun-
tability. Pending the availability of functioning equi-
pment and camera operators, this practice has become 
routine. In 2008, after I gave a recreational video ca-
mera to my adopted family in Pimentel Barbosa, a lea-
der from a different Xavante territory (T.I. Sangradou-
ro) reported to me that, whenever he can, cacique 
Suptó brings his son Romé, a young filmmaker, to mee-
tings where he “films everything!” (Top’tiro personal 
communication, November 2008). More recently, in 
May 2015 Waiassé filmed a meeting in Pimentel Bar-
bosa between leaders from all Xavante territories and 
FUNAI representatives to discuss the proposed South 
American transcontinental railroad that, if constructed, 
would directly impact multiple Xavante territories, es-
pecially T.I. Pimentel Barbosa and Areões its neighbor 
to the south (see Figure 2). 

5. Partnerships and Challenges 

From the outset filmmakers’ primary objective has be-
en to make a documentary record of community activi-
ties, especially ritual and ceremonial, for future gene-
rations and for local entertainment. Films directed to 
outside audiences—of secondary albeit considerable 
importance—are, thus far, produced in collaboration 
with non-A’uwẽ-Xavante. These productions are edited 
and variously conceptualized (gradually to a lesser ex-
tent) together with individuals who have experience 
and technical expertise in editing and production (see 
Elder, 1995; Michaels, 1994; Prins, 2002; Ruby, 1991, 
1995; Turner, 1995). The idea for Da’wa Wede (Oral 
Hygiene), for example, originated with São Paulo-based 
dentist Rui Arantes, who has worked in the community, 
and is a collaboration between the dentist, Waiassé 
and others (Waiassé, Hoiwa, & Arantes, 2000). 

The Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa communities do 
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not have local resources to sustain audio-visual pro-
jects. They rely on outside partnerships, collaborations 
and external funding. As the filmmakers become more 
familiar with the documentary genre and editing te-
chnologies especially, they are assuming greater res-
ponsibility for and control over their projects. In the 
third decade of working with video/film, a growing 
group of filmmakers has local access to computers and 
editing software, and filmmakers are now editing for 
local consumption on site in Wederã. Archiving and 
keeping up with changes in technology and audio-
visual platforms present major ongoing problems. Sto-
ring as well as accessing historic footage is illusive and 
presents unique challenges to the goal of “making a re-
cord for future generations.” Thus, while local control 
of various aspects of their audio-visual media video is 
growing, some elements entail various forms of de-
pendency (see Graham, 2009). 

5.1. Narrative Construction and Editing 

Waiassé’s experience illustrates the evolution toward 
increasing independence and control over the produc-
tion process. From the outset Waiassé, like other Indi-
genous filmmakers in neighboring Ge societies (see 
Turner, 1991b), exhibited acute visual sensitivity and a 
talent for using the video camera. The idea of telling a 
story through film was, however, initially unfamiliar 
and daunting. The initiative to make Waiassé’s first 
film, One Must Be Curious (1995), came not from Wai-
assé, but from VNA. This film, which provides an over-
view of Waiassé’s and the community’s early experien-
ces with the video camera, grew out of VNA’s need to 
generate a “film product” to show to funders to justify 
investment in Indigenous media and, more specifically, 
its work with Waiassé and Eténhiritipa-Pimentel-
Barbosa.15 Tutu Nunes (personal communication, 
1999), a VNA staff member who worked with Waiassé 
to produce the film, explained:  

“Waiassé had had the camera for several years and 
was accumulating a lot of footage. He was filming, 
filming, filming but didn’t have the slightest idea 
what to do with all of the images. We [Video in the 
Villages] decided that it was time for him to make 

15 Film products are a principal means by which VNA is able to 

illustrate to donors and funders the significance and impact of 

its work. Maintaining equipment, facilities for editing, ar-

chiving, work-shopping, as well as providing ongoing technical 

support involve considerable costs (see, Carelli, 1995, also Au-

fderheide, 1995). Explicit metacommentary regarding video’s 

effectiveness as a means of cultural revitalization and as a do-

cumentary record of endangered cultural practices characteri-

ze early VNA films. This emphasis can, in part, be understood in 

light of VNA/Carelli’s need to justify the use of video as a me-

ans to advance Indigenous rights.  

something [a film product].” (Nunes, personal 
communication 1999). 

To transform Waiassé’s considerable footage into a 
film text accessible and legible to non-A’uwẽ-Xavante, 
Nunes positioned Waiassé in front of a camera, clipped 
on a lavalier tie-tack microphone, and—as they wat-
ched Waiassé’s footage on screen—interviewed him 
about the corpus of images he had accumulated. This 
interview provided the narrative backbone for One 
Must Be Curious, which Nunes edited with Waiassé at 
his side (Nunes, personal communication, 1999). Toge-
ther Nunes and Waiassé produced a film text appropri-
ate for screening in a variety of contexts including fes-
tivals and classrooms, as well as for VNA funders and 
donors. Like other early VNA films, Waiassé’s commen-
tary underscores the importance of “image” and video 
for cultural vitality and continuity, and indicates his 
immersion in discourses then circulating in VNA-
sponsored workshops and festivals that Waiassé atten-
ded. Like other early VNA films, One Must Be Curious 
can be understood within the context of demands pla-
ced on VNA and the significant challenges entailed in 
promoting the use of new media to advance Indige-
nous autonomy and rights in communities that do not 
have resources to carry out these projects independen-
tly (see Carelli 1995; Aufderheide, 1995). 

In the VNA production, Wapté Mnhono (Patira, 
Waiassé, Tserewahu, Protodi, & Suyá, 1999), a group of 
five young camera operators (four A’uwẽ-Xavante and 
Winti Suyá, from a neighboring culturally related 
group) shot footage of an A’uwẽ-Xavante initiation in 
the community of Sangradouro. Meanwhile Carelli sta-
tioned himself in a house apart from the activities whe-
re he digitized (“captured”) the abundant footage co-
ming in from five different cameras. According to 
Waiassé (personal communication, 2007), Carelli made 
rough-cut sequences and, based on his initial review of 
the footage, indicated to the camera operators additi-
onal shots or explanations that were needed to make 
the filmed sequences intelligible to non-A’uwẽ-Xavante 
viewers. Later the team returned to São Paulo with Ca-
relli to edit in VNA’s studios. Carelli managed the techni-
cal aspects of editing while the A’uwẽ-Xavante supervi-
sed the ordering of narrative sequences. For Waiassé, 
Carelli’s and Winti Suyá’s “outsider” perspectives were 
indispensable to the film’s narrative construction; they 
helped the A’uwẽ-Xavante filmmakers understand when 
and where they needed to make their knowledge trans-
parent to non-A’uwẽ-Xavante viewers.  

The making of Wapte Mnhono proved an indispen-
sible learning experience for the filmmakers and others 
in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa. While the filmmakers 
learned from each other and gained important insights 
into the process of making aspects of their culture and 
knowledge intelligible to non-A’uwẽ-Xavante, the film 
inspired elders in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa to 
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think about making edited films of ceremonials in their 
own community. They directed Waiassé and Protodi to 
film the next Darini, the initiation into the Wai’a com-
plex. According to Waiassé (personal communication, 
2007), since this ceremonial is performed only once 
every fifteen years or so and many elders recognized 
that they might not be alive the next time it is perfor-
med, they wanted their participation filmed. The ideo-
logy that the film medium creates a permanent docu-
mentary record is explicit in elders’ commentary in this 
film. Many works on indigenous video underscore el-
ders’ understanding of the technology as a way to do-
cument their knowledge and practice for future gene-
rations (see for example Ginsburg, 1994; Turner, 1991; 
Wortham, 2013). 

Waiassé and Protodi’s efforts to complete this pro-
ject illustrate their dedication and persistence as well 
as the challenges associated with reliance on partners. 
Following the elders mandate, they filmed the cere-
monial and, hyper-aware of and attentive to the came-
ra’s presence, many elders stepped out of their cere-
monial roles to speak directly to the camera. This is 
something I had not seen before; previously, during ce-
remonials A’uwẽ-Xavante had not acknowledged the 
presence of any cameras nor altered any ceremonial 
behaviors in relation to a camera.  

While Waiassé and Protodi’s experience with Wap-
te Mnhono had given them a much clearer understan-
ding of how to structure a documentary narrative, 
neither had the necessary equipment nor the technical 
skills to edit their footage. After filming, it took over 
four years to identify supportive allies, financial resour-
ces and the technical expertise they needed to comple-
te the project. Over 30 hours of raw footage lan-
guished, untouched, in precarious conditions in 
Waiassé and Protodi’s thatched homes. Eventually they 
mentioned the project and their desire to complete a 
film to Rosa Gauditano, a photographer who has wor-
ked in the community (see, for example, Gauditano, 
2003). Gauditano is founder of Nossa Tribo, a São Pau-
lo-based NGO that works to expand and facilitate 
communication and understanding between native and 
non-native peoples.  

Gauditano embraced the idea of the Darini film and 
worked with Waiassé and Protodi to raise funds to 
complete the project. They developed a proposal that 
included financial support for the filmmakers’ travel 
between Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa and São Paulo 
and stipends to offset the burdens that involvement in 
the project placed on Waiassé and Protodi’s households. 
After two years, Gauditano identified an ally in the film 
department at the Methodist University (MU) in São 
Paulo who made editing facilities available during sum-
mer vacation and provided internships to advanced stu-
dents to do editing and post-production work at no cost 
(Gauditano, personal communication, 2008). This mutu-
ally beneficial partnership provided Waiassé and Protodi 

access to the facilities and technical expertise they ne-
eded to complete the film and an invaluable opportunity 
for MU students to work on a unique project.  

During the editing process, which took approxima-
tely three months, Waiassé and Protodi returned to 
the community several times to get elders’ input and 
feedback on successive rough-cut versions. As the pro-
ject progressed, elders expanded their initial vision and 
decided that a version suitable for non-A’uwẽ-Xavante 
audiences should also be produced (Waiassé personal 
communication, 2007). This decision prompted ano-
ther round of costly trips to São Paulo, each of which 
takes at least three days. Gauditano found professio-
nals to translate the narrative and make the final pro-
duct available in English, French and Japanese, as well 
as Portuguese (Waiassé & Protodi, 2005). Gauditano’s 
support, and connections enabled the project to be 
completed, albeit years after the initial filming.  

Waiassé received his first formal training in editing 
in 2007, at a workshop in Iowa City, Iowa, that I organi-
zed to work with footage of an A’uwẽ-Xavante envi-
ronmental campaign filmed by myself, David Hernán-
dez Palmar (a Wayuu photographer from Venezuela) 
and Jorge Protodi. To teach basic skills in footage ma-
nagement (capturing/digitizing) and editing, I enlisted a 
former University of Iowa student, Drew Annis, who 
was then teaching Final Cut to students at the Reikes 
Center, a nonprofit based in Redwood City, California. 
The motivation for this workshop was our mutual desi-
re to produce some sort of film text based on footage 
from the events we had documented and also my re-
cognition, based on previous experience with both 
Waiassé and Hernández that, though each had worked 
on film projects, neither had any real editing experien-
ce. The film, Owners of the Water: Conflict and collabo-
ration over rivers (Graham, Hernández, & Waiassé, 
2009), grew out of this workshop and our collaborati-
on. As part of this project Waiassé and Hernández each 
received an Apple MacBook Pro laptop. This was Wai-
assé’s first personal computer and it enabled him, as 
well as Hernández, to continue using the skills they ac-
quired, including digitizing some of the mountains of 
analog footage that Waiassé and Protodi had accumula-
ted over the years. Having his own computer had a signi-
ficant impact on Waiassé’s professional development 
and future work. “The computer that I received as part 
of this project made a tremendous difference in my 
work. Being able to work with high quality equipment 
improved my work a great deal” (Waiassé, 2014).  

Waiassé and Protodi next completed Oi’ó, a film 
that documents a boys’ ceremonial club fight, for local 
as well as non-indigenous consumption (Waiassé, n.d.). 
Again they worked with Nossa Tribo. When Waiassé vi-
sited the U.S. in 2009 for the screening of Owners of 
the Water at the Museum of the American Indian 
Film+Video Festival, he purchased a new camera and 
other equipment for the Oi’ó project with monies from 
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a grant from the Brazilian Ministry of Culture.  
Now Waiassé and Protodi and a group of young fil-

mmakers are documenting and making films of activi-
ties in all three of the communities in the vicinity of the 
Pimentel Barbosa Indigenous Post (P.I.): Pimentel Bar-
bosa (the original community), Eténhiritipa (esta-
blished in 2007) and Wederã (established in 2002). Sin-
ce 2011, a watershed year marked by the arrival of 
electricity, Waiassé and Protodi have been training a 
group of boys who have been filming and editing with 
the support of a state-sponsored project in the Wederã 
school. “A small part of [the school’s] budget was de-
signated to purchase AV equipment: a still camera and 
video camera” (Waiassé, 2014). Although schools in all 
of the communities in the vicinity of P. I. Pimentel Bar-
bosa have some equipment, the school in Wederã, su-
pported by grants obtained by the local Ponto de Cul-
tura Apöwe Association, is currently the best equipped 
for audio-visual work. Waiassé and Protodi give 
workshops at the school.  

In 2007, as part of a state-sponsored program, Wai-
assé and Protodi received training in the program 
Softlivre (“freeware”) and some of the youths they 
work with are now beginning to specialize in other as-
pects of filmmaking and the use of information techno-
logies beyond working with the camera. The media 
group also includes several girls. One of these is Clara, 
daughter of Wederã’s cacique, Cipassé and Severia Ido-
ri (Karaja) who completed some of her studies outside 
of the community in the town of Agua Boa. In 2015, 
Clara entered the program in Journalism at a University 
in Goiânia.. The next generation of filmmakers is begin-
ning to specialize in various aspects of filmmaking and 
also other digital technologies, including editing using 
the Softlivre (freeware) programs provided by the Mi-
nistry of Culture. The Museu do Indio, of the National 
Indian Foundation, is also sponsoring the construction 
of a museum in Pimentel Barbosa that will eventually 
be equipped for film editing. Filmmakers from this 
community work closely with the Museu do Indio in Rio 
de Janeiro. At the time I am writing, construction on 
this facility is stalled, yet another frustrating situation 
for media makers who are anxious to use it. 

Filmmakers from all P.I. Pimentel Barbosa commu-
nities use the facilities in Wederã to edit films for local 
consumption. “There are now many films of rituals, all 
in Xavante [language], for internal consumption” (Wai-
assé, personal communication, 2015). Some projects 
for local consumption and, so far, all longer films direc-
ted to non-A’uwẽ-Xavante audiences are completed 
working in collaboration with city-based partners. For 
example, in July 2015, Waiassé travelled nearly 2,000 
kilometers to Curitiba to work with a new partner, the 
firm PRESERVAR, to edit films for use in the Wederã 
school. He plans to finish a film on A’uwẽ-Xavante but-
chering practices for his final project in a five-year pro-
gram for Indigenous educators at the State University 

of Mato Grosso and expects to graduate in January 
2016 with a degree as a Professor Licenciado (licensed 
teacher) and a concentration in Language, Arts, and Li-
terature (see Waiassé 2014).  

5.2. Equipment, Data and Archival Management  

Although filmmakers in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa 
are increasingly successful in their own grant writing 
efforts, they depend on outside support to sustain 
many aspects of their projects. Securing and maintain-
ing equipment presents one set of problems. The high 
humidity of the wet season and insidious dust of the 
dry season, coupled with the lack of climate-controlled, 
bug-free storage facilities, is extremely hard on elec-
tronic equipment. Broken or damaged equipment must 
be taken to distant cities for repairs since getting relia-
ble work done in the region is often difficult and 
equipment is sometimes stolen. Collaborators and 
partnerships are essential to this aspect of the project. 
Allies track progress and pick up equipment once re-
pairs are complete, then hold it, sometimes for 
months, until a media-maker next visits the city.  

Data management and archiving present perhaps 
the most serious and ongoing challenges to film pro-
jects in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa. As in other as-
pects of the project, partnerships are essential. Data 
management includes storage and archiving as well as 
the ability to access, retrieve and disseminate recorded 
materials. Managing media formats is presently a for-
midable problem. When we began, Waiassé filmed us-
ing the VHS format. His next camera was Video 8, then 
High-8. In the first decade of the new millennium he 
and Protodi moved to mini-DV and now, keeping up 
with the rapidly changing digital formats, they record 
using HD. Footage shot previously in these various ear-
ly formats does not play on current equipment. This 
presents a serious challenge to the mandate to make a 
“record for future generations” that is locally accessi-
ble. Without the ability to translate recordings made in 
various formats and stabilize them in a digital archive 
that is routinely backed up and also accessible to 
community members, their recordings risk becoming 
as ephemeral as the performances they were meant to 
permanently preserve for the future. This challenge is 
becoming recognized as a general problem with Indig-
enous media projects. For instance, at a 2015 confer-
ence on Indigenous media held at Vanderbilt Universi-
ty, Erica Wortham (2015) raised these issues in relation 
to media projects in Oaxaca, Mexico.  

Ethnomusicologists, and more recently linguistic 
anthropologists, have thought a great deal about the 
problems of storage, retrieval and accessibility of dif-
ferent formats—from wax cylinders and reel-to-reel 
tape recorders to digital formats—and the generally 
ephemeral nature of ethnographic recordings (see for 
example, Kung & Sherzer, 2013; Mengel & Sánchez-
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Gomez, 2010; Seeger 1986, 1991, 1996). Several ar-
chives have been established to preserve primarily au-
dio but also audio-visual documentary recordings made 
by scholars. The Archives of Traditional Music at Indi-
ana University and the Archive of the Indigenous Lan-
guages of Latin America (AILLA) are two of the most 
well established. AILLA, for example, is a digital archive 
consisting of original recordings made by anthropolo-
gists and linguists using a variety of formats from open 
reel-to-reel analog to digital. AILLA digitizes analog re-
cordings and stores recorded samples from over 282 
languages from 22 Latin American and Caribbean coun-
tries on servers that are managed and backed up by 
the University of Texas Libraries Digital Services (Kung 
& Sherzer, 2013, p. 380). Attentive to issues of privacy 
and cultural restrictions, AILLA has four levels of re-
stricted access that allow depositors and communities 
to control access to data by means of passwords. Some 
materials are accessible to the general public; others 
are not. None of the material stored on AILLA is availa-
ble for commercial use.  

These archives primarily serve the needs of schol-
ars; they curate researchers’ field data and facilitate 
further scholarly research. The online platform also en-
ables Indigenous Peoples and communities, those that 
have access to computers and the world wide web, ac-
cess to archived recordings of their expressive cultures 
and languages. Native peoples and communities are 
thus important constituents. Managing data sourced 
from different media and providing long-term storage, 
with regular back-up capabilities, requires large institu-
tional infrastructures that are way beyond the capacity 
of most Indigenous Peoples, and certainly beyond the 
scope of feasibility for the Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Bar-
bosa communities.  

No single stable archive houses the corpus of video 
footage that has been recorded by camera operators 
from Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa over the last 25 
years. Some materials are stored and maintained in the 
facilities of various NGOs that have been partners over 
the years, but these are difficult to access. For exam-
ple, VNA maintains an archive in its headquarters in 
Recife (although, with a collection of fragile materials 
spanning almost 30 years, it too faces challenges) and 
much of Waiassé’s early footage is stored there, in se-
cure, climate-controlled conditions. The northeastern 
city of Recife is, however, difficult and expensive to 
reach. Other footage, also not readily accessible, is ar-
chived at the Methodist University in São Paulo. Region-
al institutions that are closer to the community (within 
two days’ travel), such as branches of the state universi-
ty system, do not presently have the capacity—in terms 
of infrastructure, personnel, or commitment—to be via-
ble alternatives. Much of Waiassé and Protodi’s material 
has been stored precariously, in suitcases stacked in the 
back corners of their thatched homes where it is ex-
posed to high humidity, heat, dust and insects.  

Whenever he has time Waiassé now dedicates him-
self to digitizing old tapes and putting them into a for-
mat that can be stored on hard drives. The eventual 
goal is to store them on a cloud-based network, as Al-
exandra Halkin did with footage from the Chiapas Me-
dia Project (see Halkin, 2008). This will make the mate-
rial relatively more accessible via computers in the 
schools and to the few individuals who, at present, 
own their own computers (two in Pimentel Barbosa 
and Eténhiritipa). Archiving continues to present seri-
ous challenges. Partnerships have been and continue 
to be essential to curatorial efforts, as they have been 
to other areas of their media work. The large distances 
media makers must travel to work with partners, as 
well as the unpredictability of partnerships which has 
resulted in a fragmented archive, also continue to pre-
sent ongoing hardships.  

6. Conclusions: Looking Forward 

In the communities of Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa, 
as in most Indigenous communities, remote location as 
well as a chronic lack of resources, especially the ab-
sence of a steady and reliable income stream, make it 
difficult to sustain media projects without partners (see 
also, for example, Wortham, 2013). Cameras and com-
puters for editing are costly, as is travel to work with col-
laborators. Prolonged absences associated with editing 
big projects place additional burdens on media makers 
and their families. Archiving and curating present per-
haps the most serious challenges and in this, conditions 
in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa are not unique.  

When contemplating the challenges that Indige-
nous Peoples confront in their efforts to achieve repre-
sentational sovereignty through the use of new media 
technologies, as well as via other representational 
forms such as embodied performance, it is essential to 
remember the broader social, political and economic 
context in which contemporary Indigenous Peoples 
live. Indigenous Peoples are the world’s most marginal-
ized and impoverished social groups. They face serious 
challenges in the areas of health, education, economy, 
and politics. Their territories and ways of life are under 
constant assault.  

In the face of economic instability, critical lack of 
resources and access to social services, as well as the 
remote location, the people of Eténhiritipa-Pimentel 
Barbosa, like most Indigenous Peoples, rely on and wel-
come support from various collaborators, even though 
their partnerships are often precarious, impermanent, 
unstable, and sometimes troubled by hierarchical power 
relations. The dilemmas associated with working with 
non-indigenous partners to sustain media projects are 
not fundamentally different from those associated with 
partnerships forged to improve conditions in their com-
munities and better other areas of their lives (see for ex-
ample Ball, 2012; Conklin & L.Graham, 1995).  
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Media partnerships in Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Bar-
bosa, like other collaborations, thus have two sides. 
They are valuable and beneficial because they provide 
access to and facilitate the acquisition and mainte-
nance of equipment, offer technical support related to 
technologies and also help build other capacities, such 
as grant writing and financial management skills. They 
deepen and extend relationships both in and beyond 
the community through opportunities for travel and 
access to new relationships and arenas—such as work-
shops, conferences and festivals (see Ginsburg, 2002). 
These are valuable platforms for showcasing A’uwẽ-
Xavante wisdom and culture, and align with Warodi’s 
and other elders’ goals. 

Media partnerships can also be conflicted: collabo-
rators are located in distant cities and sometimes, as in 
my case, live on different continents. Partners are not 
always available, and may have different priorities. Col-
laborations may also run their course, as in the case of 
the relationship with VNA. Some are troubled by hier-
archical power relations. Although working with part-
ners may be frustrating and involve setbacks, in 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa these problems have not 
undermined peoples’ commitment to using new me-
dia. Media makers consistently discover creative ways 
to deal with these challenges. The recently established 
partnership with PRESERVAR, for example, is helping to 
transform the tremendous backlog of materials rec-
orded in various formats into a “stable” digital medium 
that Waiassé hopes can become the basis for an acces-
sible archive. The recent arrival of electricity and the 
availability of computers in the Wederã school, along 
with the very recent addition of a few personal com-
puters, greatly enhances possibilities for accessing an 
online archive.  

The dedication, persistence, creativity and adapta-
bility with which people of Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Bar-
bosa respond to the challenges of managing their use 
of audio-visual technologies is typical of A’uwẽ-
Xavante, indeed Amazonian peoples’ creative respon-
ses to change (see, for example, Chernela, 2012; Gre-
en, 2009; Oakdale, 2009; Santos-Granero, 2009). Wai-
assé and Protodi are now training the next generation 
of youths, who are enthusiastically beginning to specia-
lize in various aspects of media work, some in editing, 
others in sound, for example. Young people also are 
now turning to Facebook and other new social media 
and using these low-cost and relatively more accessible 
alternatives to enter and claim space within Cyberia 
(Prins, 2002). Persistence, dedication and commitment, 
along with a new generation of enthusiastic media ma-
kers, are without doubt the community’s greatest as-
sets. These are the resources that the people of 
Eténhiritipa-Pimentel Barbosa can most rely on as they 
move forward in their efforts toward achieving even 
greater representational sovereignty.  
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Abstract 
Social media networks are rapidly rewriting the traditional principles and protocols of war and conflict reporting. This 
paper endorses the argument that with the help of new media technologies, journalists can enhance the peacebuilding 
efforts in societies and communities. Their writings in the alternate media can provide ‘compelling form of engage-
ment’ between the audiences and the people affected in the areas of violent conflict. But, the paper further argues, this 
requires a broadening of the orthodox model of journalistic objectivity that has so far been in place. It examines the 
possibilities of new models in the light of the existing journalism paradigms as argued by scholars including Galtung and 
Ruge (1965), Lynch and McGoldrick (2005), Shinar (2007), Hackett (2011) and Shaw (2011). It concludes on the need to 
have a model that is ‘a more natural fit’ for the 21st century by giving journalists the ‘flexibility’ to enable people to 
make their own judgments as to where the truth lies; and to open up the possibilities for dialogue and engagement in 
conflict resolution.  
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1. Introduction 

New media, social media and alternate media are the 
terms used intermittently to explain the technological 
changes that have revolutionised the information 
gathering, news making and its distribution across the 
boundaries. Because of their increased overlapping of 
the content and functions, these platforms are fast be-
coming an alternate platform for distributing news and 
information (Hackett, 2011; Keeble, 2010; Matheson & 
Allan 2010; Newman, 2011; van Dijck & Poell, 2013).  

Not only is the online daily coverage of news made 
available by almost all major media organisations, 
newspapers and televisions channels, they also have 
Twitter feeds and Facebook pages (Newman, 2011). 
Smaller independent media organisations use it as a 
major source to publish news, and journalists have 
their blogs, twitters and Facebook accounts to express 
their opinion and views. The rise of ‘citizen journalism 

and mass-self communication’ is now seen as a direct 
alternative to ‘journalism’s traditional role or mission, 
its public responsibilities’ (Allan, 2007). According to 
AOL News editor in chief, Lewis D’Vorkin, (as cited by 
Allan, 2007): ‘the world is turning to the fastest grow-
ing news team—citizen journalists—to get a human 
perspective through the eyes of those who lived or ex-
perienced the news as it unfolds’.  

Alia goes to the extent of calling blogging ‘the new 
journalism, able to cross geographic, cultural and polit-
ical borders and help build community, transcending 
the limits imposed by attitudes, policies, and govern-
ments of the regions and countries where they reside’ 
(Alia, 2010, p. 136). Moreover, ‘Twitter users are be-
ginning to find their way into the start-system of mass 
media alongside media celebrities’ whereby journalists 
are treating tweets from celebrities or politicians as 
‘quotes’ (Lesage & Hackett, 2013, p. 7). The result is 
that these platforms ‘are increasingly accepted as legit-
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imate standards to measure and mark people and ide-
as; these rankings are then amplified through mass 
media and in turn reinforced by users through social 
buttons such as following and liking’ (p. 7).  

Social media is also a major source for the whistle-
blowers, e.g. the WikiLeaks, which in many instances 
has attracted the media’s attention world over. Pri-
vately uploaded videos on media outlets such as 
YouTube have many-a-times attracted mainstream 
media’s attention. According to Matheson and Allan 
(2010), the citizen dispatches relayed in these spaces 
‘reveal their potential to narrow the distance that oth-
erwise allows distant publics to ignore their plight’ (p. 
188). Even the indigenous media in countries such as 
Canada, Japan, USA, Australia and Greenland, has 
found audiences across the globe (Alia, 2010). This sig-
nifies the cross-over roles of the mainstream, social and 
new media especially in cases where the stories have 
been overlooked or avoided by the mainstream media. 
Hence, the terms ‘social media’, ‘new media’ and ‘al-
ternate media’ are broadly referred to in the paper as 
social media platforms and networks, and are treated 
as a given social reality or environment in which the 
journalists have to operate in order to write and dis-
seminate news on conflict, without going into their 
ideologies, complexities, politics or dynamics. 

This article focusses more on looking at the possibil-
ities available for the journalists to play a more positive 
role in conflict situations and help build peace in socie-
ties in the new age media. It argues for the need to 
have a ‘broader model of journalism’ to achieve that 
goal and discusses its implications for those who prac-
tice the profession in the light of existing alternate 
models. It concludes that any journalism model that 
can provide ‘a natural fit for the 21st century’ must 
have the flexibility and creativity to make full use of the 
technological advancements that characterise the age 
of new media. At the same time, there needs to be a 
cohesive and ‘synergised media strategy’ between the 
journalists and other media professionals, researchers, 
academics, peace workers and communities if they are 
to make a positive social change.  

2. Peace and Conflict Reporting in Social Media 
Networks 

Social media networks are ‘rapidly rewriting the prin-
ciples and protocols of war and conflict reporting’, ar-
gue Matheson and Allan (2010, p. 187) in their study 
of four conflicts in the year 2008. The study consisted 
of the social media responses to Mumbai terrorist at-
tacks in India; street protests in Greece; the final gov-
ernment’s push against the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka 
and the Israeli assault on Gaza. They conclude that 
‘collaborative approaches to news gathering offer 
compelling forms of engagement and immediacy’. 
Although it is acknowledged that such information is 

‘also prone to inaccuracy, with key “facts” lacking ver-
ification or corroboration’ (p. 187) as in the cases of 
Mumbai and Greece, tweeting had echoes of ‘rumour 
and prejudice’. Yet, the authors also point out that  in 
situations like Sri Lanka and Gaza, ‘social networks fill 
silences created by censorship and suppression’ (p. 
187). In their opinion, the fact that social networks 
are being used to ‘make connections across diaspo-
ras, to mobilise support and to build complex global 
spaces outside those established by news organisa-
tions and states[,] open up new distinctive forms of 
communication which journalism cannot afford to ig-
nore’ (p. 187).  

Newman (2011) in his report Mainstream Media 
and the Distribution of News in the Age of Social Dis-
covery gave three case studies to demonstrate how so-
cial media platforms are changing the production, dis-
tribution and discovery of news. One of them is the 
news of the death of Osama Bin Laden when the Ameri-
can forces raided his house in Abbottabad in Pakistan in 
May 2011. The first tweet was posted by Shoaib Akhtar, 
a Pakistani IT consultant on a holiday in the mountain-
ous city of Abbottabad and feeling annoyed at the sound 
of the hovering helicopter in the area at 1am Pakistan 
local time. By the time Akhtar realised what was going 
on, he had become ‘the guy who liveblogged the Osama 
raid without knowing it’ (Newman, 2011, p. 30):  

By that time he’d gathered almost 100,000 follow-
ers for his Twitterstream and not just a network 
hub of information about events in Abbottabad but 
a story in his own right. He spent much of the few 
days talking to the world’s press and posting pic-
tures of them setting up their satellite positions 
near his home. (Newman, 2011, p. 30)  

In Britain, records Newman, the social monitoring tool 
Trendsmap showed that ‘BBC stories were consistently 
the most shared on Twitter throughout the day, and 
BBC log files showed almost 400,000 referrals from Fa-
cebook and Twitter to the top stories about the event’ 
(p. 32). Back in the United States the story also 
emerged first through Twitter and went viral, records 
Newman. New York based company Social Flow 
mapped how the story spread by analysing 15 million 
tweets. Within one minute, it reported, the first tweet 
was resent eighty times and from there it went viral (p. 
31). Many people tweeted that they had first got the 
news on Twitter or Facebook, then checked it on News 
App on their mobile and then switched to the TV.  

Jeff Jarvis, American journalism professor, summed 
up the change in the news distribution of Osama’s 
death in these words:  

The old definition of shared national experience was 
watching TV at the same time. This shared experi-
ence is happening with TV in the background. The In-
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ternet is our connection machine and Twitter is the 
new Times Square. (Cited in Newman, 2011, p. 32)  

According to the special report of The Economist 
(2011), the social and new media are taking the audi-
ence back to the conversational culture of coffeehouse. 
For Newman (2011) the change means ‘more than that’:  

The new electronic coffeehouses are not replacing 
the mass media; rather, they live in a symbiotic re-
lationship, feeding and amplifying each other....The 
news itself may emerge first via Twitter, but it is the 
mass media that pick it up and package it for a mass 
audience. (Newman, 2011, p. 56) 

It is thus ‘the interplay between mainstream media and 
social media’ that makes most news organisations rec-
ognise that there is no turning back from this new ‘so-
cial ecosystem’, argues Newman (p. 56). As new net-
works such as Google+ and social aggregators like 
Flipboard, WhatsApp, news.me and Zite are emerging, 
he maintains, the news will continue to become more 
personalized and customized for the audiences; ‘and 
yet none of this replaces the role of a traditional news 
organisation’. ‘The need for quality content to be pro-
duced, packaged and distributed remains crucial for 
the new ecosystem to function and flourish’, even 
though the news publishers already realise that ‘there 
is no alternative but to engage—hard and fast’ (p. 56).  

3. Broadening the Journalism Model  

The ‘new distinctive forms of communication’ that 
Matheson and Allan (2010, p. 187) have pointed out in 
their study hints towards the change in the traditional 
journalism model to include the platforms and medium 
offered by the social, new and alternate media. And 
what Newman refers to as the symbiosis between the 
various media platforms is clearly the phenomenon 
that is already taking place - the ‘broadening of journal-
ism model’ in the age of new media.  

Verbitsky, an academic on conflict resolution at 
Auckland University of Technology (AUT), used the 
term in an interview (January 2014) with the author 
during her doctoral research when she was asked to 
comment on the nature of relationship between con-
flict resolution and journalism. According to Verbitsky 
it is an attempt to free journalism from the demands of 
‘the orthodox model of objectivity’ which can be ‘very 
rigid and modest in the way it approaches war’ (Aslam, 
2014, pp. 149-151). To start with, Verbitsky draws the 
line between conflict resolution as a practice and as a 
means to help journalists play a positive role in report-
ing conflicts. In her opinion, journalists need not to be-
come ‘conflict resolution practitioners’ in order to help 
people resolve conflicts or build peace. Rather, one 
needs to be careful ‘in trying to delineate the parame-

ters of what journalists could do,’ she says. But there 
are other ways ‘of being a journalist, of being faithful 
to what journalism is about, without having to take 
that model (of conflict resolution) on board,’ she says. 
Journalists should be able to work within ‘the new 
models to deliver information and possibilities about 
how conflicts can be resolved.’ (p. 149)  

This requires ‘a broadening of the concept of jour-
nalism to embrace other forms and models which are 
much more cognizant’ than the ‘orthodox model’ of 
objectivity that dominates the mainstream media. ‘For 
me the old model is fine for the period in which it came 
into being, but for the 21st century it is too simplistic, 
too commercial,’ she says (p. 150). 

Verbitsky’s call to broaden journalism’s model is a 
means to enable the journalists to ask critical ques-
tions, expose truth, find spaces and open dialogues. It 
is reinforced by her emphasis on what they can learn 
from the field of conflict resolution: conflict analysis, 
conflict transformation, dialogue building, and facilita-
tion in order to bring the parties on a platform to 
communicate. ‘In the 21st century we have seen so 
many changes in so many situations, so many transmu-
tations, that I think journalism needs to transmute to 
keep pace with what is happening and to reflect the 
reality of situations,’ (p. 151). For that purpose, jour-
nalists must learn ‘how to deconstruct a conflict’, she 
points out. How to do it? She suggests going back to 
journalism practices: 

The journalistic way of asking 5Ws [who, what, 
when, where, why] are a good point to start 
with….But then you need to add on more infor-
mation about the needs and interests of the conflict-
ing parties, as well as those of the other stake hold-
ers in the world such as the super powers, nuclear 
powers and the regional players. There is also the el-
ement of the historical context and exploring what 
avenues can be opened for a dialogue. (p. 151) 

However, the difficulty for the journalists in doing so, 
Verbitsky concedes, is in ‘trying to persuade the editors 
and media owners they can do it without threatening 
the integrity of the news that they are producing’. But 
the argument can be made, she points out, that the 
journalists’ integrity lies in their ability to ask questions:  

…because if they don’t, how do you get a critical 
analysis of what is going on….So for journalists to 
have integrity, I think, they have to ask questions of 
everybody. And it’s not just who is the most power-
ful one, it’s just everybody who is connected with 
that conflict in order to try and get to a space 
where people can make their own judgments as to 
where the truth lies; and to open up the possibili-
ties for a dialogue and the space for engagement in 
conflict resolution. (p. 150) 
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One of the reasons why people get cynical about the 
news, Verbitsky reflects, is that ‘when the orthodox 
model is employed, it’s all gloom and doom on conflicts 
and no prospect of anything other than conflict contin-
uing on indefinitely’ (p. 150). But the journalists can al-
so see conflicts in terms of ‘human relationships’ and 
help people in connecting with each other. Giving the 
examples of Rwanda and Nazi Germany, Verbitsky finds 
that’s where Track II diplomacy is ‘very valuable’:  

For people at the level of community leadership to 
meet their counterparts in Track II diplomacy, to ex-
change stories and narratives, to hear about how the 
conflict impact each other, to recognise each other’s 
humanity and to see the possible spaces, even if they 
are small spaces, where some kind of conflict resolu-
tion can be engendered, can be important. (p. 150)  

4. The ‘Objectivity Regime’ 

Verbitsky is not the only one to find ‘the objectivity 
model’ lacking in terms of informing the public on 
peace and conflict issues. Starting with Galtung (1996), 
Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) and Hackett & Zhao 
(1998), many academics have ‘repeatedly demonstrat-
ed the shortcomings of existing journalism when 
measured against the stated ideal of objectivity’, 
(Hackett, 2011, p. 39). According to Hackett, objectivity 
is a ‘paradigm or regime, a metaphor that calls atten-
tion to the interlinkage of practices, norms, epistemol-
ogy and structures in journalism’ (p. 37). These practic-
es include the notions of ‘accuracy’, ‘fairness’, 
‘balance’, ‘separating “fact” from “opinion”, ‘the privi-
leging of personalities over structures, political strate-
gies over policy analysis, and discrete and timely events 
over long-term processes, conditions or contexts’ (p. 
39). To the extent that employment of such practices 
requires specialised skills, ‘objective reporting enhanc-
es journalists’ claim to professional status’ (p. 38):  

When measured against sensationalism or wilful 
propaganda, these objectivity practices have much 
to recommend them….Yet they also have predicta-
ble consequences that are highly problematic for 
informing public opinion, or incentivising remedial 
action, in relation to global crises of conflict, ecolo-
gy and poverty. (Hackett, 2011, p. 39)  

Objectivity is considered as the fundamental tenet of 
contemporary reporting that refers to the factual basis 
of reporting. It is ‘the value of fairness’ and ‘the ethic 
of restraining your own biases’ says American journal-
ist Rosen (cited in Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005, p. 203). 
But Bell’s (1998) experience of covering the Bosnian 
ethnic cleansing in 1994–95 as a BBC correspondent 
led him to criticise the BBC’s guidelines for reporters to 
be objective and dispassionate. He argues: 

I am no longer sure what ‘objective’ means: I see 
nothing object-like in the relationship between the 
reporter and the event, but rather a human and 
dynamic interaction between them. As for ‘dispas-
sionate’, it is not only impossible but inappropriate 
to be thus neutralised—I would say even neu-
tered—at the scene of an atrocity or massacre, or 
most man-made calamities. (Bell, 1998, p. 18)  

Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) are particularly critical of 
the journalists’ defence of objectivity. For them, jour-
nalists are involved whether they like it or not. Nor can 
they be wholly objective—they only see a fraction of 
the action especially in battle, they do not know the 
whole picture. For the same reason they question how 
the reporter can claim to be reporting the truth—a 
small slice of truth, perhaps, not the whole picture. 
And a partial reporting of the truth often distorts the 
overall picture.  

For them, it is about making ‘choices’ in terms of 
‘what to report, and how to report’ in conflict (Lynch & 
McGoldrick, 2005, p. 5). These choices ‘create oppor-
tunities for society at large to consider and to value 
non-violent responses to conflict’.  

Objectivity then is not the issue: ‘Selection is the is-
sue, the criteria applied and the codes and the context 
in which the event is placed and interpreted’ (Lynch & 
Galtung, 2010, p. 52). Rosen (cited in Howard, 2003) 
says:  

We make an error if we assume that the price of an 
interest in conflict resolution is giving up commit-
ment to truth and professional objectivity. It is in 
fact quite the opposite: conflict sensitivity is a jour-
nalist’s pass into a deeper understanding of what it 
means to seek the truth in journalism. (Rosen as 
cited in Howard, 2003)  

The ‘beneficiaries’ of the objectivity regime, according 
to Hackett, are many: including the ‘commercial daily 
press’, ‘news agencies’, journalism’s institutional sta-
tus, ‘politicians’, and ‘the interested groups that had 
the resources and willingness to play the game’ 
(Hackett, 2011, p. 38; also see Hackett & Zhao, 1998, 
chapter 3). But the downside is that ‘objectivity re-
gime helps to manage the symbiotic relationship be-
tween news media and the state’ (p. 38) thus making 
the media a propaganda tool in the hands of the state 
(Herman & Chomsky, 2002). The framing and agenda 
setting by the media, in terms of what makes the 
news, can determine the public opinion and also re-
flect journalists’ personal perceptions and prejudices 
when they interpret the conflict for the audience 
(Aslam, 2010). The media-state symbiosis is also af-
fected by the competition that exists among the news 
media to capture the audience and ratings (Hackett, 
2007; Wolfsfeld, 1997).  
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5. What the ‘New Model for Journalism’ Means?  

One can evidently find considerable scholarly support 
on the need for a ‘broader model for journalism’ to 
improve the standards of contemporary journalism in 
conflict reporting and peace building. But what exactly 
does it means in terms of practical journalism and pro-
fessional trends and values? Following is the discussion 
on what it implies for the journalists involved in conflict 
and peace reporting.  

5.1. ‘Peace’ as the 11th News Value 

Conflict is a news value because it sells—Galtung and 
Ruge (1965) and Harcup and O’Neil (2001) tell us in 
their studies. While Galtung and Ruge listed the ele-
ments that make up the foreign news; Harcup and 
O’Neil (2001) in their follow-up study identified ten 
dominant elements as to what constitutes the news: 
power elite, celebrity, entertainment, surprise, bad 
news, good news events, magnitude or scope, rele-
vance, follow-up and the newspaper own agenda.  

The first implication for journalists is to make 
‘peace’ a news value. Many scholars have argued in fa-
vour of attributing journalism with the ‘value explicit 
approach’ of peace but with the journalistic commit-
ment to state the facts and a clear recount of how 
these facts are met (Galtung, 1996; Lynch, 2013; Shaw, 
Lynch, & Hackett, 2011). This would lend it the legiti-
macy to be included within the paradigm of profes-
sional journalism. Peace is an important attribute as it 
brings in ‘the values of transparency and responsibil-
ity’, says Lynch (cited in Aslam, 2014). ‘The opposite of 
value explicit is not value neutral but value concealed’: 

And if you are value explicit and you are in favour of 
‘peace’ and you are in a privileged position…then 
there is an onus to follow through from theory to 
practice; there is an onus to involve one‘s self in 
debates generally and make a contribution to them. 
Not only to reflect opinion but also to lead opinion. 
(Interview, May 2013, cited in Aslam, 2014, p. 156)  

The new paradigm of news values allows peace story 
or event to become the ‘news’ when a war becomes ‘a 
routine, terrible but repetitive, monotonous, plainly 
boring….In that case the peace event…is a farewell to 
boredom’ (Lynch & Galtung, 2010, p. 18). ‘Both vio-
lence and peace are texts. Whether they are (news-
worthy) events depends on the context.’ Lynch further 
overarches this paradigm to apply to the overall fram-
ing of news when he talks about the value of good 
journalism being in its ability to ‘throw up’ the stories 
that are ‘unusual to the norm’ and that make the ‘good 
bits of journalism’ (Aslam, 2014, p. 160).  

However, related to making ‘peace’ a news value is 
the tricky matter of defining the term ‘peace’ itself—an 

issue that leads people to confuse it with ‘activism’ and 
‘advocacy’ (Kempf, 2007). Peace has always been asso-
ciated with war and conflict. Barash (2000) argues that 
peace is never fully achieved, but can only be ap-
proached. Kempf (2003) gives various meanings of 
peace ranging from it being the ‘absence of war’ to be-
ing a ‘state of harmony’. Galtung (1996) argues that 
peace has a ‘fatal connection’ with war—he terms the 
mere ‘absence of war’ or ceasefire as ‘negative peace’. 
On the other hand, ‘positive peace’ is the condition in 
which other ‘non-violent’ ways are available to the so-
ciety to deal with conflict. ‘In positive peace, aspects of 
structural and cultural violence are exposed, and chal-
lenged, and this requires openness and inclusiveness in 
public spheres, to allow monitory democracy’ (Lynch, 
2013, p. 50). If conflict is defined in terms of ‘human 
relationships’; peace is defined ‘not as the absence of 
conflict, but as the absence of violence’ (p. 50). Meta-
phorically, peace can be seen not merely as a stage in 
time or a condition; it is a dynamic and social process 
of constructing peace—a phenomenon that Lederach 
(2003) calls ‘conflict transformation’.  

Related to peace, are the concepts of peacebuilding 
and peacekeeping. Peacekeeping is defined as ‘the 
maintenance of peace, especially the prevention of fur-
ther fighting between hostile forces in an area’ (Collins, 
2003). It may require the presence of internal and ex-
ternal forces to monitor and execute the truce be-
tween the opposing sides—a role that has been in-
creasingly assigned to the UN Peacekeeping forces 
(Mogekwu, 2011). Peacebuilding, on the other hand, is a 
comprehensive concept that encompasses, generates, 
and sustains the full array of processes, approaches, and 
stages needed to transform conflict toward more sus-
tainable, peaceful relationships (Lederach, 1997). The 
term involves a wide range of activities that both pre-
cede and follow formal peace accords.  

Galtung (1998) explains peacebuilding as the pro-
cess of creating self-supporting structures that remove 
causes of wars and offer alternatives in war-like situa-
tions. Such mechanisms should be built into the struc-
tures of society and be present there as a reservoir for 
the system itself to draw upon, just as a healthy body 
has the ability to generate its own antibodies and does 
not need ad hoc administration of medicine (Galtung, 
1998; Lynch & Galtung, 2010).  

Hamelink (2011, p. 11) contends that conflict are 
natural part of living with others and that ultimately 
‘history takes its bloody route’ because as long as peo-
ple have different values and beliefs they will always 
‘see things differently’. Lynch (2013) argues that this 
would ‘invalidate peace, if peace were indeed an end 
state requiring everyone to agree on everything’ 
(Lynch, 2013, p. 50). Peace is worth pursuing because 
‘peace allows for people to live with conflict’ and in its 
non-violent response to conflicts, peace finds ‘alterna-
tives to “bloody routes”’ (p. 50).  
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Non-violence then, according to Lynch (2013), is an 
essential aspect of peace, a thread that he traces in the 
history of anti-war and peace movements against the 
threat of nuclear warfare, which led American Presi-
dent Johnson (and later his successor Richard Nixon) to 
turn down Pentagon’s proposal to launch nuclear 
strikes against Vietnam in 1966. The biggest ever 
demonstration in New York’s Central Park by the Nu-
clear Freeze Movement ‘effectively’ toned down Presi-
dent Reagan’s rhetoric on waging nuclear attacks 
against the Soviet Union and he declared it ‘unwinna-
ble’ (Lynch, 2013, p. 47). Some other examples of suc-
cessful non-violent movements include Gandhi’s non-
violent civil disobedience movement during the Indian 
freedom struggle (1936−1947); the US Civil rights 
Movements led by Martin Luther King Jr; and ‘the mass 
movements that brought down the Communist re-
gimes of Eastern Europe in 1989’ (Lynch & Galtung, 
2010, p. 59). A non-violent approach is then essential 
to the journalism that makes peace a news value. 

In the respect where peace is associated with a 
country’s interests and goals, the term peace can be 
‘notoriously polysemic, to the point where it can some-
times seem to mean all things to all people’ (Lynch, 
2013, p. 46). Chami (2010), member of Beirut-based 
NGO, the Forum for Development, Culture and Dia-
logue, records his experience in media training that in-
volved journalists from Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Egypt 
and Palestine—countries where the US-sponsored 
Middle East peace process has given peace a bad name 
(Zogby, 2003). The term ‘peace’ in Arabic could be 
translated as salam, he says, but this ‘has been sensi-
tised to give the connotation of peace with Israel which 
tends to be problematic to many Arabs who would shy 
away from, if not attack the discipline altogether with-
out really delving into its depth’ (Chami, 2010, p. 18). 
Instead the participants were willing to accept the 
translation as silim which ‘portrays more a kind of civil 
peace—something more internal’ (p. 18).  

Chami’s experience also provides ‘an alternative 
understanding of peace’ in its attempt ‘to discern and 
live by peaceful values, at every level: from our own in-
teriority’ (Lynch, 2013, p. 47). It is an ‘insurgent form’ 
that is ‘nurtured and developed in peace movements’ 
and is contrary to the prevalent Western ‘teleological’ 
view of peace which is ‘victory oriented’ (p. 47).  

Mandelzis (2007) argues that in relation to the 
news media, ‘the notion of “peace” has still not been 
adequately conceptualised’ (p. 99). In her study of 
peace discourse in the Israeli news media, she found 
that ‘studies on media peace discourse per se are ex-
tremely rare, and peace itself is not strongly empha-
sised in the media or elsewhere’ (p. 98). She also notes 
the observations made by Groff and Smoker (2002) 
who said that although the term ‘peace’ has been ‘in-
creasingly popular’ among the leadership of UNESCO; 
there is no ‘clear consensus’ on how to interpret it. 

Mandelzis further argues that ‘perhaps it is the lack of 
perspectives on ‘peace’, among other things, that also 
explains the scarcity of literature on the relationships 
among the mass media, communication and the cul-
ture of ‘peace’ (2007, p. 98).  

Bratic and Schirch (2008), too, have argued that 
while there has been an ‘optimistic shift’ in the media’s 
role in conflict, ‘the theoretical argument for the me-
dia’s impact on peace is under-developed, the practical 
projects are vastly scattered and a systematic analysis 
of the practice is missing’. Moreover, the debate reit-
erates the media’s social responsibility model and ‘its 
universal and philosophical nature tends to divert and 
dilute the discussion’.  

Hawkins’ (2011) maintains that it is because ‘peace 
is a process, not an event’ (p. 262) and because the 
‘needs of the media corporations’ in going about the 
business of constructing news ‘do not fit well’ with the 
needs of peace related journalism (p. 263). He quotes 
Wolfsfeld, Alimi and Kailani (2008):  

A successful peace process requires patience and 
the news media demand immediacy. Peace is most 
likely to develop within a calm environment and the 
media have an obsessive interest in threats and vio-
lence. Peace building is a complex process and the 
news media deal with simple events. (Wolfsfeld et 
al., 2008, cited in Hawkins, 2011, p. 263) 

But this is not to assume that the peace events cannot 
be ‘exciting’ (Mandelzis, 2007) or without the promise 
of ‘drama’ (Hawkins, 2011). Events like ‘the historic Os-
lo handshake on the White House lawn in September 
1993’, ‘the ceremony marking the peace agreement 
between Israel and Jordan (27 October 1994)’, and ‘El-
ton John’s concert in Belfast (May 1998) celebrating 
the peace agreement in Northern Ireland’ can be ‘fas-
cinating ceremonies’ (Mandelzis, 2007, p. 109). 
Whereas ‘the tension of the bitter foes coming to sit at 
the same table, the outbreaks of residual violence that 
threaten to ruin the process, the threat of walkouts, 
the anticipation of a successful outcome’ can provide 
the media with ‘both action and drama’ (Hawkins, 
2011, p. 264).  

5.2. ‘Connecting with People’ and Knowing ‘How to Do It’ 

Mohammad Wajih, a peace worker who works with 
people in peace and conflict situations in Pakistan, says 
that journalists can build peace in societies in the digi-
tal age by doing two things: ‘connecting with people’ 
and ‘choosing the right medium’. Wajih was also inter-
viewed by the author during her visit to Pakistan in 
April 2012 for her doctoral research (Aslam, 2014, pp. 
144-147). As the former programme director for Search 
for Commonground in Islamabad, the US-based NGO 
that funds projects in peace building and Track II di-
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plomacy, he has extensive experience in helping the 
communities bridge the conflicting issues at social level 
(www.sfcg.org). Currently he is the Director Pro-
grammes, Intermedia, Pakistan, a non-profit organisa-
tion that works on bridging the communication gap be-
tween people through media. 

For Wajih, it is important for the journalists to con-
nect with the people who are affected by the conflict ra-
ther than tag along the official sources. Focusing on the 
similarities between the different sides is even better, 
especially if it is an old conflict. He supports his argu-
ment by giving an example from his experience in deal-
ing with the Nepal-Sri Lanka and Pakistan-India conflicts. 

‘One of the main areas of common grounds be-
tween nations is sports, so we built on football during 
the Nepal-Sri Lanka conflict and cricket for Pakistan-
India conflict. This way we tried to create a positive 
channel for the youthful energies,’ Wajih explains. 
They produced a 26-episode radio drama called ‘The 
Team’ in 2011 for the audience in Pakistan, Kashmir 
and India. It was a series of stories about a group of 
cricket players who came from different regions with 
different social, cultural or political backgrounds in a 
team but each story also highlighted the common is-
sues and situations that faced them as human beings 
while they interacted with each other. In the end, the 
players were able to reconcile their differences and de-
velop positive relationships among themselves (p. 144). 

‘The project was a great success’, Wajih recalls. One 
of the reasons, why it was so readily accepted by the 
audience was probably the fact that the project did not 
use professional actors. ‘We went on a talent hunt 
from within the communities to find young men and 
women for playacting and they connected with the au-
dience immediately as real people facing real issues 
that were similar to their own’ (p. 145).  

Wajih’s belief in the media’s ability to leave a posi-
tive impact when it is ‘connected’ with people and 
communities is supplemented by another equally 
strong belief: the importance of choosing ‘the right 
kind of media’ to relay such messages. ‘When you are 
working with the communities, it is important to en-
gage with them in the language they understand and 
the medium that is part of their daily lives’ (p. 145).  

Therefore local and regional language-based com-
munity radio or TV channel can become an effective 
means of promoting messages among the rural com-
munities helping them change attitudes, accept peace 
building initiatives and ultimately helping to resolve 
conflicts, he says. In the bigger cities with a more lit-
erate audience, it would be the newspapers, magazines 
and national TV channels and at the international level, 
the social media can be effective. But when civil infra-
structure is in shambles during active armed conflict, 
stories have come out of small communities through 
the social, new and alternate media.  

Journalists, in Wajih’s opinion, therefore can play 

an important in role in reducing violence and building 
peace if they know ‘how’ to do it.  

If journalists are not trained professionally; if they 
do not know how to engage the conflicting parties 
in a dialogue without losing the control of the con-
versation (e.g., in a talk show); and if they do not 
know how to connect with people, they will only en-
hance the conflict without even knowing it. (p. 146)  

However, Wajih cautions against another problem and 
that is when all kinds of journalists get involved in re-
porting and analysing a conflict. ‘This brings forth a 
plethora of assumptions, presumptions and biases 
which makes conflict resolution even more complicat-
ed because then people do not know what and who to 
believe,’ he says.  

At the basic level, all journalists need to know how 
to analyse conflicts and how to communicate with 
people. But they also need to identify their own 
role as to ‘how’ they do it? Newspaper commenta-
tors and analysts, TV anchors, talk-show hosts, pro-
gramme mediators, even entertainers, all have 
roles in the media that is very different from the 
role of the journalists who work and report in the 
conflict zones. The important thing is to know the 
best and most effective way to give the message of 
peace within their areas of expertise (p. 146)  

Equally important is for the journalists to be ‘honest 
and forthright in what they say and why they say it’, 
continues Wajih, ‘it is a matter of personal ethics and 
integrity.’ It is commonly thought that the big names in 
journalism always say the right thing; not necessarily 
so. ‘In my experience big-time old-hand journalists are 
equally—if not more than their younger colleagues—
susceptible to taking positions on an issue out of igno-
rance or arrogance,’ he argues. ‘Also, because they are 
famous they are specifically targeted by the parties 
who have stakes in the conflict and can fall prey to co-
ercion or corruption.’  

Wajih recalled when in 1984 India carried out nu-
clear missile tests and there was international diplo-
matic pressure on Pakistan not to retaliate in a similar 
manner, the Pakistani media was urging the govern-
ment to do otherwise. When Pakistan carried out its 
own nuclear tests, many countries enforced sanctions 
against Pakistan. ‘How was that a peaceful suggestion 
(made by the Pakistan media) for the country? Or even 
helpful for the people who for the many next years had 
to face severe economic and social problems,’ he asks.  

5.3. Blurred Lines  

The massive shift in the new age media platforms has 
not only impacted the nature of the audiences, it has 
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also affected the scope of journalism as a profession. 
Lynch points out in an interview with the author in May 
2013, that ‘the lines are blurred’ not only between the 
mainstream media and social media but also between 
the journalism careers (Aslam, 2014, pp. 153-157). 
‘Journalistic careers are in many cases a lot less linear’, 
he says. For instance Lebanese journalist Vanessa Basil, 
who attended Lynch’s workshop on peace journalism in 
Lebanon and went to practice it in all kinds of media. In 
his opinion, she is a very good example of how she has 
made use of social media, intended outcome, donor 
media, commercial media, Arab media, western media, 
and international media and creating opportunities for 
herself through it. Basil is active in social media. ‘She is 
doing “gigs” in all kinds of media and she has built her 
own identity through using social media’ (p. 156).  

As the lines between the mainstream traditional 
media and social media are getting blurred, other 
scholars and journalists have also welcomed the ‘free-
dom’ and ‘flexibility’ that it can offer to journalists who 
engage in peace building (Hawkins, 2011; Mogekwu, 
2011). They can make use of this ‘cross-over role’ and 
join forces with social media and other civic move-
ments like communication rights ‘if their efforts are 
calibrated with due sensitivity to context’ (Hackett, 
2011, p. 47). But in order to do so, they must develop, 
between them strategic approaches capable of moti-
vating exponents in both fields. This flexibility also of-
fers journalists the creativity to shape meaningful mes-
sages in a format that is not confined to news media 
but appeals to the masses in other media forms such as 
photojournalism, documentaries and entertainment.  

Suchenwirth and Keeble (2011), also the propo-
nents of using social media for peacebuilding, enlist the 
peacebuilding initiatives across the world where social 
media has played a positive role in gathering and dis-
seminating the information. They assert that the com-
munity media is ‘the most promising milieu for peace 
journalism’ as it actively promotes human rights and 
social change (2011, p. 12).  

Alia (2010) voices similar thoughts in her study 
Crossing Borders: The Global Influence of Indigenous 
Media, where she says that during the 1990 confronta-
tion between the townspeople at Oka, Quebec, and 
the people of the Kanehsatake Mohawk First Nation, 
‘radio played a crucial role in providing public infor-
mation, conflict prevention and conflict resolution’ (p. 
128).  

5.4. Broader ‘Claim of Humanity’  

Journalists are often referred to as the fourth estate and 
the guardians of public trust. Indeed Siebert, Peterson 
and Schramm (1963) have argued that journalists have a 
social responsibility to criticise those in power on behalf 
of the peoples and societies, more or less serving as 
their watchdogs (Curran, 2011; Siebert et al., 1963). 

The Article 3 of the 1978 UNESCO Declaration 
states that ‘the mass media have an important contri-
bution to make to the strengthening of peace and in-
ternational understanding and in countering racialism, 
apartheid and incitement to war’ (UNESCO, 1978, p. 1). 
The social responsibility of journalism, in Nor-
denstreng’s opinion, calls for initiatives ‘to systemati-
cally monitor what the media tell about the world with 
a view to improving media performance and contrib-
uting to media ethics’ (2001, p. 1).  

Moral responsibility to society, it thus follows, is an 
important obligation of journalists. Shaw (2011) has ar-
gued in favour of linking journalism with a more ‘proac-
tive (preventive)’ role of media in conflict rather than a 
‘reactive (prescriptive)’ role: 

If journalism is to play any agency role in conflict, it 
should focus on deconstructing the underlying 
structural causes of political violence such as pov-
erty, famine, exclusion of minorities, youth margin-
alization, human trafficking…rather than focusing 
merely on the attitudes and behaviours of the elite 
that benefit from direct and uncensored violence. 
(Shaw, 2011, p. 108) 

Such an approach that entails a more ‘avowedly proac-
tive’ role for peace journalism must aim for greater 
public interest (Lynch, Hackett, & Shaw, 2011, p. 12). A 
relevant question at this point would be: since the peace 
journalism’s philosophy is rooted in the social responsi-
bility theory (Kempf, 2007, p. 3; Lynch & McGoldrick, 
2005, p. 4) what are the implications of this approach on 
the journalists’ obligations to the society in a global age, 
where conflicts transcend geographical boundaries and 
encompass a global audience?  

In his epilogue to The Invention of Journalism Ethics, 
Ward (2005) argues that it broadens the ‘claim of hu-
manity’ on journalism:  

If contemporary journalism is to seek to represent 
the truth, there must be a re-conception of the 
journalism’s social contract and its public….The new 
social contract requires that we add what I would 
call the ‘claim of humanity’ to the principles of 
journalism. The claim states that journalists’ prima-
ry allegiance is to truthful, independent informing 
of a global public humanity. When considering 
one’s journalistic duty, a reader’s place of birth, res-
idence, race or cultural group is morally irrelevant. 
(Ward, 2005, p. 328) 

Ward’s claim of humanity hints at the shift in the way 
journalists’ role in society can be looked at in the age of 
new media. Modern journalism in 21st century, in Ba-
con’s words, needs to be ‘both local and global’. In fact 
the ‘failure of the mainstream media to achieve this is 
one aspect of the crisis in journalism’ today (Bacon, 
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2011, p. 53). She calls on the universities to embrace 
this aspect again by accepting the investigative journal-
ism as research methodology in academics and collab-
orating with other universities to give space to the stu-
dents’ investigative journalism.  

6. New Journalism Models  

Castells (2007) has argued that the increased usage of 
the alternate media through the internet in the twen-
ty-first century demonstrates a ‘historic shift of the 
public sphere from the institutional realm to [a] new 
communication space’—one in which ‘insurgent poli-
tics and social movements can intervene more deci-
sively’ (p. 238). In fact, he asserts that ‘the media have 
become the social space where power is decided’ (p. 
238). Such media centric stance warrants ‘further scru-
tiny of the power relations at work within media do-
mains’ (Lynch et al., 2011, p. 8). Hence there have been 
efforts by the journalists and academics including Bell 
(1998), Galtung, (1965, 1969, 1996, 2010), Lynch and 
McGoldrick (2005), Shaw (2011), Lynch (2010, 2013), 
Tehranian (2002, 2007), Shinar (2007), Keeble, Tulloch 
and Zollmann (2010), and Hackett (2007, 2011) to find 
alternate ways to help journalists engage in the ‘jour-
nalism of attachment’, one that ‘cares as well as 
knows’ (Bell, 1998, p. 16); that is ‘responsible’ and ‘ac-
countable’ (Howard, 2003) in reporting conflicts. Such 
journalism would not contribute to escalating conflict 
situations but would find ‘non-violent’ responses to 
them (Galtung, 1996); such journalism would also be 
‘ethical’ and professionally ascribe to the standards of 
‘good’ journalism (Lynch, 2013).  

A host of new concepts have come forth starting 
from ‘the journalism of attachment’ (Bell, 1998) to in-
clude the notions of ‘citizen journalism’ (Allan, 2007), 
‘reliable journalism’ (Howard, 2003), ‘development jour-
nalism’ (Dixit, 2010), ‘critically deliberative journalism’ 
(Robie, 2013), ‘conflict sensitive journalism’ (Howard, 
2003) and ‘peace journalism’ (Galtung & Ruge, 1965). All 
of them are essentially drawn from the notions which 
stress the social responsibility of the media and advo-
cate a proactive role for the media in resolving conflicts 
and aim towards peace. There were other titles too, as 
mentioned by Shinar (2007, p. 205) that include ‘victim 
journalism’ (Hume, 1997); ‘justice journalism’ (Mess-
man, 2001) and ‘engaging’ journalism (Lynch, 2003).  

Yet it is peace journalism that has been the focus of 
the debate and whose theoretical and conceptual 
framework has been significantly developed in the past 
two decades. It is partly because the term ‘peace’ is 
provocative in both ways, eliciting a negative and posi-
tive response from people (McGoldrick, 2007). And 
partly because many scholars do not see peace journal-
ism deviating from good journalism practices. For in-
stance, Robie (2010) argues that much of peace jour-
nalism is the combination of an individual’s approach 

to a conflict situation and plain good contextual jour-
nalism. Ross (2007, p. 74) maintains that ‘peace jour-
nalism does not involve any radical departure from 
contemporary journalism practice’.  

Peace journalism is therefore discussed here as one 
of the alternate and broader models for journalism in 
the new age that can help maximise the role of journal-
ists in peace building and conflict reduction. The other 
three are the alternate journalism and communication 
rights movement as proposed by Hackett (2011) and 
human rights journalism by Shaw (2011). They are then 
discussed in the light of each other along with their im-
plications for journalism as a profession.  

6.1. Peace Journalism  

Galtung and Ruge (1965) in their examination of the 
structure of what makes the foreign news have pre-
sented the peace journalism model as an alternative to 
the prevalent model of war journalism that is based on 
the ‘objectivity regime’. Peace journalism has its orien-
tation towards peace process as opposed to violent 
events; truth as opposed to propaganda; people as op-
posed to the elite and solution as opposed to victory. It 
is seen as an ‘insurgent form’ of the traditional norms 
and practices of the media coverage of conflict (Lynch, 
2013). Peace journalism is defined as ‘a set of tools, 
both conceptual and practical intended to equip jour-
nalists to offer a better public service’ (Lynch & McGol-
drick, 2005, p. 5). It is a form of journalism that tells 
stories ‘in a way that encourages conflict analysis and a 
non-violent response in society’ (Mogekwu, 2011, p. 
247). It not only helps to reduce conflict, it acts as a 
means for peacebuilding (Hawkins, 2011).  

Peace journalism, it follows, is seen by its advocates 
as a ‘deliberate creative strategy conceived as a specif-
ic response’ (Lynch, 2013, p. 36) to Galtung and Ruge’s 
(1965) study of the 12 factors ‘which make an event a 
worthy candidate to become news’ (Lynch & Galtung, 
2010, p. ix). Its ‘value-explicit approach’ (Lynch et al., 
2011, p. 9) with the journalistic commitment to remit 
the facts and a clear recount of how these facts are 
met, lends it the legitimacy to be included within the 
paradigm of professional journalism (Lynch, 2013).  

Peace or conflict reporting then becomes an oppor-
tunity for ‘not only reporting the truth but the whole 
truth’ (Lynch & Galtung, 2010, p. 2). Truth, which can 
be gleaned through the journalistic ‘supply of cues and 
clues, to alert readers and audiences’ to the propaganda 
trappings of the conflicting sides (Lynch, 2013, p. 38). It 
also gives a choice to the editors and reporters of what 
to report and how to report which in turn creates oppor-
tunities for the audiences to find non-violent responses 
in society (Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005, p. 5). ‘Peace jour-
nalism is a serious, inquisitive, professional reporting 
making conflict more transparent’ (Lynch & Galtung, 
2010, p. 17).  
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If the above arguments are taken into account, 
then peace journalism can legitimately present itself as 
a more complete and accurate form of journalism than 
the standardised and stunted practices of objectivity, 
observes Hackett (2011, pp. 47-61), in his examination 
of peace journalism as an alternate paradigm for jour-
nalists. Within the ideological framework presented by 
its advocates, it claims a ‘toehold in the established 
media field’ by embracing the ‘the best ideals of jour-
nalistic profession—including comprehensiveness, con-
text, accuracy, and the representation of the full range 
of relevant opinions…while providing practical alterna-
tives’ (p. 41). Yet it also challenges the epistemology of 
the objectivity regime as well as the dominant news 
values. For instance, journalists in conflict situations 
are caught up in the feedback loop with the political 
players who with their spinning of facts, half-lies, se-
crecy, propaganda and embedded journalism tactics 
can make journalists unwittingly play a part in escalat-
ing conflict. ‘Objective journalism can thus be “irre-
sponsible” in that it shuns Max Weber’s ethic of re-
sponsibility in public affairs’—a notion that goes 
against the journalists’ own moral responsibility to so-
ciety (p. 42). ‘PJ thus challenges the very epistemologi-
cal basis for a stance of detachment, calling instead for 
journalists to be self-reflexive vis-à-vis the institutional 
biases of their routine practices’ (p. 42).  

At the same time, peace journalism challenges the 
dominant news values that implicitly provide a criteria 
and ‘routinely guide journalists in selecting and con-
structing news narrative’ (Hackett, 2011, p. 43). Harcup 
& O’Neil (2001) in their follow-up study identified ten 
dominant elements as to what constitutes news: pow-
er elite, celebrity, entertainment, surprise, bad news, 
good news events, magnitude or scope, relevance, fol-
low-up and the newspaper own agenda.  

Hackett’s final argument in favour of peace journal-
ism is that it implies ‘not just the right to speak freely, 
but also a right of access by all significant voices to the 
means of public communication’ (p. 44). Keeble (2010, 
p. 64) too has favoured this argument: that there is 
‘the need to acknowledge the right of all (and not just 
the members of the professionalized, privileged and 
largely white, male elite) to communicate in the main or 
alternative public spheres’. He strongly advocates that 
peace journalism be taken away from the mainstream 
media and made a ‘political practice’ across the internet-
based media. His reasons are based on Falk’s argument 
that ‘if peace journalism is to become more than an ar-
gument at the outer margins of political debate; it has to 
become a political project on the agenda of global re-
form’ (Falk, 2008, as cited in Keeble, 2010, p. 64).  

6.2. Alternate Media, Communication Rights 
Movement & Human Rights Journalism 

Hackett (2011) further examines peace journalism 

against what he calls two other ‘challenger para-
digms’—alternate media and communication rights—
that challenge aspects of media structures and practic-
es. Alternate media is the term used as opposed to the 
structure and message of the news disseminated by 
the mainstream media and is also described through 
adjectives such as alternative, alterative, radical, au-
tonomous, independent, tactical, citizens’, participa-
tory and community media (Kidd & Rodriguez, 2010, p. 
1; also see Hackett, 2011, p. 46).  

An ideal type of alternative journalism, as defined by 
Hackett (2011), is ‘participatory’ in production of news; 
challenging ‘established media power’; rejecting ‘con-
ventional elite-oriented and conservative news values’; 
taking a more ‘bottom-up ways of scanning and report-
ing the world’; and demonstrating ‘a positive orientation 
to social change, social movements and/or marginalised 
communities’ (p. 47). Drawing his arguments from Atton 
(2009), Atton and Hamilton (2008), Brooten (2008), and 
Hackett and Zhao (1998), Hackett argues that ‘alterna-
tive journalism is complementary to PJ in several ways’ 
(p. 47). It represents ‘dissatisfaction not only with the 
mainstream practices and coverage, but also with the 
epistemology of news’ (Atton & Hamilton, 2008, p. 1, 
cited in Hackett, 2011, p. 47). Conversely, it seeks to rep-
resent ‘the under and mis-representation of subordinate 
groups’ and ‘marginalised communities’; it also favours 
‘social change and social movements’ by embracing the 
concept of ‘learning by doing’—i.e. people’s participa-
tion and experience (Hackett, 2011, p. 47). Hence, it 
constructs ‘a reality that opposes the conventions and 
representations of mainstream media’ (Atton, 2008; 
Brooten 2008, cited in Hackett, 2011, p. 47). Moreover, 
alternative journalism also shares with peace journalism 
‘a commitment to move beyond the reporting of daily 
events, to analyse contexts and to critically explore the 
structures of power’ (p. 48).  

To be sure, there are some tensions between the 
two kinds of journalism (Hackett, 2011, p. 50-51) such 
as the ‘presence and desirability of professional’ in 
peace journalism as opposed to ‘people telling their 
own stories’ in the alternative media; or the alternative 
media advocating ‘for one side of a conflict’ may op-
pose to peace journalism precept of ‘productive dia-
logue between the different parties in a conflict’. But, 
Hackett’s emphasis is more on the ‘profound comple-
mentarities’ between the two (p. 51) that can be prof-
itable to both sides.  

Both paradigms reject the epistemology of the regime 
of objectivity, insisting that journalists acknowledge 
they are embedded in social processes and commu-
nities, and act ethically on that basis. Both seek to 
challenge elite war propaganda, and to broaden the 
range of voices accessed to the public arena, espe-
cially those of peacebuilders and the victims of vio-
lence in conflict situations. (Hackett, 2011, p. 51)  
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The second challenger paradigm is based on the civic 
society advocacy movements such as the media justice, 
media reform and international civic society movement 
for communication rights (CRIS) working together on 
the common principles of ‘freedom’, ‘equality’, ‘diver-
sity and pluralism’, ‘participation’, ‘responsibility’, ‘hu-
man rights’, ‘communication rights’ and ‘knowledge as 
common good’ to form ‘a coherent paradigm of demo-
cratic communication’ (p. 58).  

‘The overarching paradigm, arguably, is the institu-
tional organisation so as to enable all segments of soci-
ety to participate in constructing public cultural truth,’ 
argues Hackett (p. 59). This paradigm brings about the 
‘democratision’ of media ‘through the media’ and pegs 
on the ethics of ‘listening to and taking into account, 
the needs of the other, as a nucleus for both democrat-
ic communication and social justice’ (p. 59).  

In the light of this description, Hackett argues that ‘al-
ternate journalism is complementary to PJ [peace jour-
nalism] in several ways’ (p. 46). According to him then, 
‘peace journalism and media reform/communication 
rights could similarly envisage strategic alignment and 
common principles’ to develop ‘new strategies’ 
through the alternate media. He argues:  

Structural reforms applicable to all three challenger 
paradigms include public and community media that 
offset the biases of corporate media towards com-
mercial and political propaganda; subsidies for media 
production and access in the global south; genuinely 
internationalist media; affordable and equitable ac-
cess to networked digital media; and governance re-
gimes that reinforce popular communication rights. 
In the final analysis, all three challenger paradigms 
point beyond the objectivity regime, towards an 
ethos of dialogue and an epistemology of self-
reflexivity, and to fundamental change in media and 
social structures. (Hackett, 2011, p. 63) 

Another model that broadens the traditional journal-
ism model is given by Shaw (2011) who extends the 
dimensions of peace journalism to include human 
rights by arguing that the two strands complement 
each other in fighting the plight of mainstream journal-
ism. Human Rights journalism ‘has the potential to 
complement peace journalism’s contribution to global, 
long-term, proactive, and sustainable justpeace-
building’ (Shaw, 2011, p. 108). The model is drawn on 
Schirch’s justpeace framework (2002) and Galtung’s 
positive peace framework (1996). Galtung’s model of 
positive peace framework suggests that the roots of vi-
olence and conflict are rooted in the structural and cul-
tural foundations of society. Any peacebuilding effort 
without consideration of rights of the people would 
render peace as sterile and negative (1996). Schirch has 
argued that the concept of justpeace is a hybrid of hu-
man rights and peace as it builds on ‘a restorative vi-

sion of justice, aimed at meeting basic human needs of 
both victims and offenders while holding the latter ac-
countable for their crimes’ (Schirch, 2002, p. 212, cited 
in Shaw, 2011, p. 101). ‘The field of human rights fits 
into a long term plan for building justpeace’, argues 
Schirch, ‘by contributing analytical tools, value frame-
works, and by playing a variety of roles in peacebuild-
ing practice.’ Hence there are no contradictions be-
tween human rights and peacebuilding goals within the 
justpeace framework (Shaw, 2011, p. 101).  

Shaw further builds his arguments on the works of 
Ife (2007), Larssen (2009), the war ethics of Frank 
(2007), Walzer’s just war theory (1992), and philosoph-
ical deliberations of Kant (1963/1784; see Shaw, 2011, 
pp. 101-103).  

Shaw argues that both peace journalism and 
justpeace ‘have elements of critical conflict analysis 
and creativity’ that favours dialogue and resolution. 
While the traditional media approach to conflict re-
porting is win-lose for the two parties, peace journal-
ism’s approach is ‘win-win logic of finding solutions’ for 
both sides. Here he draws from Ury (2001, p. 38, cited in 
Shaw, 2011, p. 105) who conceptualises justpeace as 
having a ‘third side’ that is ‘a kind of social immune sys-
tem that prevents the spread of the virus of violence.’ 
This ‘third side’ is made up of people from the communi-
ty who use the power of peers, to provide perspective of 
common ground, support the process of dialogue and 
aim for the good of the community (Ury, 2001). The 
point where justpeace goes further in the solution-
oriented approach is where its own targeted end prod-
uct is a ‘triple win, a solution that meets the needs of the 
two parties in the conflict and the community as the 
“third side”’ (Shaw, 2011, p. 107, emphasis added).  

Evidently, the Human Rights journalism model is 
built on the argument that if journalism is to play any 
agency role in society it should focus ‘on deconstruct-
ing the underlying structural causes of political vio-
lence’ that manifest in physical violence. In other 
words, ‘it calls for a robust, proactive (preventive), ra-
ther than dramatic, reactive (prescriptive) role for me-
dia in conflict’ (p. 108).  

Verbitsky supports the peace journalism model be-
cause it can provide the kind of space and flexibility 
needed to start dialogue between the conflicting par-
ties by virtue of it being able to ‘connect with people’ 
and employ ‘journalistic creativity’. ‘The difference is 
that the journalists initiate or facilitate mediation and 
negotiation processes within the media sphere for the 
good of the people and society at large and not on be-
half of any particular side’, she says (Aslam, 2014, p. 
153). Peace journalism can thus provide a more natural 
fit for the 21st century by giving journalists the flexibil-
ity ‘to try and get to a space where people can make 
their own judgments as to where the truth lies; and to 
open up the possibilities for a dialogue and the space 
for engagement in conflict resolution.’ Verbitsky’s line 
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of argument also supports Newman’s call for allowing 
journalism to form a meaningful relationship with the 
existing symbiosis of the mainstream with the new and 
social media networks (discussed above).  

6.3. The Model of the Inverted Trident  

If one is to make an argument in favour of peace jour-
nalism as an acceptable ‘broader model for journalism’ 
for peace building in the age of new media, then two 
final arguments in this discussion must be made. First, 
if the boundaries of values and ethics of journalism are 
to be stretched: what is the end objective? That is to 
say that if the traditional journalism model allows one 
to report ‘objectively’ and ‘factually’, what does peace 
journalism aim at: diffusion of conflict, resolution of 
conflict, peacebuilding or conflict prevention? Should 
peace journalism be employed after the conflict? Or 
should it exist beforehand, so as not to allow the con-
flict to happen? Literature shows the opinions are wide 
and varied especially given the fact how subjective the 
meaning of ‘peace’ could be in different cultures and 
societies as discussed above.  

Lynch (2013) believes that ‘peace journalism is 
good journalism’ because its main purpose is ‘to give 
peace a chance’ (Aslam, 2014, p. 156). Mogekwu 
(2011) says peace journalism is better than good jour-
nalism: it is determined journalism. He also says that 
peace journalism should be able to prevent the con-
flicts in society through monitoring and detecting the 
early signs of discord in society. Hawkins (2011) argues 
that peace journalism should aim towards peacebuild-
ing thus expanding the peace journalism movement to 
include not only the coverage of conflicts but also 
peace processes.  

Hackett (2007) argues that the ‘trust-bonus’ that 
people lend to the media should be capitalised by 
peace journalists. Shaw (2011, p. 116) extends the di-
mensions of peace journalism by including human 
rights in it and suggesting that human rights journalism 
be made ‘a complimentary strand of peace journalism’; 
McGoldrick (2011) links the new scientific discovery of 
human capacity for ‘empathy’ with peace journalists 
arguing how they can produce a more realistic and au-
thentic representation of human relationships in con-
flicts. Tivona (2011) has brought the gender aspect to 
the debate and makes a call to expand the scope of 
peace journalism to incorporate coverage of largely in-
visible peace building efforts of women in conflicts.  

The broad spectrum of the way peace journalism is 
being approached and debated in terms of what it is 
and what it should achieve in conflict situations can 
cause confusion for layman’s understanding. And in-
deed it happened many a time when this study was 
presented before the students, journalists and aca-
demics at different forums and in different institutions. 
The audience’s main concern was always: what exactly 

peace journalism is supposed to do and how is it prac-
tised? In the author’s view, all critical approaches are 
important in the conceptualisation of peace journalism 
as a field of study. What is needed is a model that con-
solidates all these approaches. This can be achieved with 
what she has called the model of the inverted trident.  

The word ‘trident’ comes from the French word tri-
dent, which in turn comes from the Latin word tridens 
or tridentis: tri ‘three’ and dentes ‘teeth’. It is also re-
lated to Sanskrit tri (‘three’) and danta ‘tooth’), alt-
hough several Indian languages prefer another similar 
word, trishula (three-thorn), derived from Sanskrit, 
meaning ‘triple spears’ (Roland, 1994). In Greek my-
thology, trident is a three-pronged spear of the sea-god 
Poseidon and is the symbol of his mighty power. It is 
also associated with the gods Neptune and Shiva in the 
Roman and Hindu mythologies respectively. Commonly 
it is associated with being a weapon in combat and 
war. When inverted, it is used as a tool to catch fish 
and prepare ground in agriculture (Roland, 1994).  

The visual presentation of the inverted trident of 
peace journalism is given in Figure 1. 

The term is chosen because the values deemed use-
ful for peace journalism, in the light of the above ar-
gument, come from the three strands of the media, 
conflict resolution practice and peace research. Some 
of these are the values of public trust bonus, creativity, 
scientific enquiry and analysis, effective communica-
tion, facilitation and initiation of dialogue by employing 
negotiation and mediation skills, respect for human 
rights, empathy and compassion for each other which 
can lead to the diffusion of conflict, its transformation 
and peacebuilding. Peace journalism can thus be de-
fined as a form of journalism that takes its impetus 
from the values offered by the three strands of media, 
conflict resolution and peace research. Empowered by 
the shared values between journalists, researchers and 
peace workers and built on the foundations of method-
ical analysis, skills and strategy, the three strands con-
verge together with the primary objective of de-
escalating an armed conflict. Together in a cohesive 
and synergised strategy, they then develop into peace-
building and prevention of further conflict utilising the 
tools of researchers’ enquiry and analysis to decon-
struct conflict; journalistic skills and creativity to inform 
and educate; and strategic employment of on-ground 
peace initiatives that embody the values of compas-
sion, empathy, human rights and social justice. This is 
the inverted trident of peace journalism, a metaphor 
that sees the weapon of war turn into a tool for peace. 
It implies that peace journalism is not a random or one-
off journalistic investigation or intervention into con-
flict situations, but a process that can help journalists 
to connect with people in a manner that is both pro-
fessional and socially responsible. It is an opportunity 
for them to enhance their role as information provid-
ers into something more constructive and meaningful. 
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Figure 1. The inverted trident of peace journalism model that shows the values shared between journalists, researchers 
and peace workers. Meeting together to reduce the conflict they then unify and develop to build peace and prevent fur-
ther conflict (Source: Aslam, 2014, p. 183). 

This model also has the capacity to absorb the various 
critical approaches of peace journalism, and to consoli-
date them into an image that can help in the concep-
tual understanding of peace journalism. 

6.4. The 4P Model for Peace Journalism  

The author’s second argument in this context is that 
the new paradigm for peace journalism would arguably 
also affect the political economy of peace journalism. 
According to Knightley (2000) the political economy of 
the mainstream media thrives on the interplay of 3Ps—
power, politics and profit. Rai (2010) argues that the 
political economy of peace journalism must go beyond 
these to include ‘the kind of committed political base 
that was once enjoyed by Peace News in its early years’ 
(2010, p. 209). [Peace News was North London’s small-
time publication established in the 1930s on the prin-
ciples of ‘non-violence’ and ‘just peace’]. Rai asserts 
that for peace journalists working outside the main-
stream media, such support is ‘crucial for economic 
survival and political effectiveness’ (p. 209). Peace do-
nors could be another source to lend that kind of sup-
port to peace journalism since more and more journal-
ism is funded through extra-commercial means (Lynch, 
Interview May 2013, cited in Aslam, 2014, p. 157). 
Lynch found it ‘useful’ in finding the funds for his pro-
jects when they were pegged on peace. He also said 
that a similar argument could be made to convince the 
donors to sponsor ‘actual slots’ (paid jobs) in the media.  

If the organisations working on peace can be con-
vinced to fund peace journalism projects or sponsor 
job slots—in alternate media as well as in the main-
stream media—then it could be argued that peace do-
nors can become the fourth ‘P’ in the existing 3P model 
stretching the three axes of the triangle into a quadri-
lateral. Not a square, a parallelogram, a diamond or a 
rhombus but a quadrilateral, the angles of which could 
be drawn according to the aims, objectives and vision 
of that particular media that would allow it the flexibil-
ity in compromising the existing 3P-axes (power-
politics; power-profit or profit-politics). In the author’s 
opinion, this flexibility is crucial for any media plat-
form—mainstream, social or alternate—where peace 
journalism is being practised. Especially since peace 
journalism is still evolving and much needs to be de-
termined regarding its effectiveness; more so if it is to 
become a natural fit for the 21st century. Although the 
scope of this paper does not allow a complete discus-
sion on this model, the author nevertheless notes the 
need for revisiting the old model.  

7. Conclusion 

To conclude the discussion, in order for the new para-
digm for journalism to play a positive role in peace-
building calls for change in many aspects: change in the 
definition of who practices such kind of journalism 
(Keeble); change in journalism practices that are more 
cognizant with the principles of conflict resolution and 
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transformation (Verbitsky); change in the journalists’ 
ethics towards a wider global audience (Ward); change 
in finding common allies and developing synergized 
strategies in a more diverse media (Hackett); change in 
the news value system that determines what makes 
the news (Lynch & Galtung); and change in possible 
revenue sources to sustain peace journalism and jour-
nalists (Lynch).  

All these aspects are so diverse and complex that 
there can be no single paradigm for journalism for all 
times. Rather they require frequent reflection and de-
bate. As the human society changes with time and 
technology, it will bring forth new contexts, new fram-
ing, new values for the news and thus room for more 
shifts in the existing paradigms. As van Dijck and Poell 
(2013) have argued ‘social media networks can neither 
take credit nor blame for single-handedly transforming 
social processes or for turning around events’ (p. 11). 
They may be seen ‘as new unruly forces in a global 
transformation’ yet they must be faced not only by the 
mass media but also by other institutions. The future 
growth of journalism-social/alternate media symbiosis 
will take its own course. Just as human society has 
been in flux from the beginning, so has journalism been 
dynamic, whimsical and at times idiosyncratic—and 
therein lies the beauty of its own symbiosis with the 
human society. It is therefore even more important 
that peace journalism retains its ‘creativity’ factor 
which will allow it to be flexible enough to survive and 
thrive in the future.  

Moreover, while the social or alternate media can 
provide effective platforms for peace journalism, a 
synergised media strategy must exist between the 
journalists, academics, peace workers and researchers 
to utilise the mainstream media space by employing 
the journalistic creativity that peace journalism offers. 
As has been pointed out in the discussion, the lines be-
tween the various media and journalism are getting 
more and more blurred, and all media platforms 
should be explored including the news media, the en-
tertainment media and advertising. This needs the join-
ing of hands by the journalists, non-news media pro-
fessionals, academics, peace workers and researchers 
to work within their own domains and come up with 
creative ways to give voice to the voiceless and effec-
tively disseminate the messages supporting peace and 
non-violence.  
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1. Introduction 

Many political and communication scientists are stress-
ing the role and importance of communication in the 
politics (Canel, 1999, p. 15; Dobek-Ostrowska, 2007, 
chapter 4; Gerstle, 1992, p. 13). The period of political 
campaign before elections is when the communication 
with the potential voters becomes crucial for incum-
bents and challengers, who are willing to obtain the 
mandate.  

The classical “golden triangle” of political communi-
cation by Richard Perloff (1998, p. 9) assumes, that the 
discussion within politics is conducted by the leaders, 
the media and the public. New media and online com-
munication shortens the distance between the leaders 
and the public, by allowing the establishment of direct, 
computer-mediated interaction (Harvey, 2014, p. 36). 
The classical division of political campaigning by P. Nor-
ris (1997, pp. 197-198) is taking into account the evolu-

tion of communication technology. Thus, we can speak 
about pre-modern campaigning in the age of the press, 
modern campaigning in the age of television and post-
modern campaigning, which can be observed right 
now, in the era of new media.  

The importance of new technologies in political 
marketing has been stressed by many Polish scholars. 
As Garlicki (2010) mentioned, we can observe a signifi-
cant role of the Internet in the transition from electoral 
campaigning to permanent campaign. Internet and 
new media have been present in Polish election cam-
paigns since the nineties. For the first time, it has been 
used in 1997, during presidential campaign (Plit, 2008, 
p. 56), although due to low Internet penetration rate in 
Poland, it was rather a marginal phenomenon. Further 
electoral campaigns began to develop the use of new 
media, and gave the very start of post-modernization 
stage of political campaigning in Poland. However, the 
2011 parliamentary elections was the first time, when 
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Internet was used by a broad spectrum of candidates. 
Scholars from Poland started to analyze election cam-
paigns online, often criticizing politicians for poor de-
sign of websites, which appeared like old, web 1.0 bul-
letin boards. The revolution of social media and web 
2.0 forced candidates to implement interaction and in-
teractivity as a vital element of an election campaign. 
In relation to the stage of campaigning evolution, Po-
land has been described by scholars as early post-
modern. There are several empirical studies, which are 
supporting that thesis (Baranowski & Jacuński, 2015; 
Borek & Jacuński, 2014), however none of the men-
tioned research has been done based on candidates in 
regional elections. 

A few months after the European Parliament cam-
paign which took place in May 2014, another election 
was conducted in Poland. The local elections are allow-
ing citizens to choose their deputies to regional assem-
blies, such as: Voivodeship Sejmik (regional assembly), 
municipal council and the mayor of the town, city or 
rural commune. The Lower Silesia Voivodeship Sejmik 
(Lower Silesia Regional Assembly) is the assembly on 
provincial level, which has got the constitutional power 
of adapting the local law on the matters which are not 
reserved for the central government. It may seem, that 
the Voivodeship election campaign could be treated 
as a second-class and less important both for citizens 
and political actors. However, they could be treated 
as a warm-up before presidential and parliamentary 
campaign. The result of regional elections in 2010 
(conducted on 21st of November) wasn’t the exact re-
flection of further (9th October) 2011 parliamentary 
elections, but the ruling party, Civic Platform main-
tained its first position. Of course, there are a variety 
of smaller parties and local electoral committees, 
which are trying to obtain mandates during regional 
elections. 

Polish scholars researching local elections, present-
ed thesis of spatial identity (Bukowski, Flis, Hess, & 
Szymańska, 2011, pp. 10). According to the authors, 
the similar conditions of living within the local society 
allowed for the construction of strong bonds among its 
participants which may remain even if the conditions 
of existence would change. Therefore, in addition to 
the statement, that parliamentary and presidency elec-
tions are more important, the regional elections should 
be treated by local communities as in popular proverb: 
“The shirt is nearer to the body than the coat”. As for 
the importance for political actors, apart from the nat-
ural tendency of parties to mark their presence in eve-
ry election, it’s enough to mention, that the budget ex-
penditure for Voivodeship Sejmik of Lower Silesia is 
estimated at 1,4 billion Polish Zloty (“Budżet wo-
jewództwa dolnośląskiego”, 2015). Katarzyna Kobielska, 
scholar researching local governance in Lower Silesia 
claimed that the game (election campaign to the Voi-
vodeship Sejmiks - PB) is worth the candle (Alberski, 

Cichosz, & Kobielska, 2013, p. 33). The author con-
cludes that apart from the access to a substantial 
amount of money, the Regional Assemblies is connect-
ed with power and influence, and it is often the first 
step to the national politics. Not as prestigious as Eu-
ropean Parliament elections, but also very important 
for democracy and political system, local elections 
had a much smaller budget for the electoral cam-
paign. Especially, as the previous elections had cost 
political parties a significant amount of money. How-
ever, the costs of constructing the website and rent-
ing the hosting servers are constantly decreasing. The 
presence in the social media doesn’t consume any fi-
nancial resources and can be very effective tool of in-
teractive, electoral communication. Have the candi-
dates for the local authorities adopted technological 
innovations? 

2. Research Framework 

2.1. Methodology 

The empirical method chosen by the author to evalu-
ate the political campaign to Lower Silesia Assembly 
online is the content analysis. This method allows the 
researcher to investigate the subject from both a quan-
titative and a qualitative perspective.  

The first step was to construct an original codebook 
dedicated to regional elections. Codebook consists of 
three, separate categories. Each category covered a 
different medium owned by candidates. Categorization 
key dedicated to the websites consisted of 28 ques-
tions, and analyzed the technological features of the 
page, sharing potential, owners’ activity and possibili-
ties of interaction with the candidate. The multimedia 
potential, newsletter possibility and static information 
was also taken into account. These issues could indi-
cate the assignment of a webpage to web 1.0 era. Sec-
ond categorization key with 20 questions investigated 
Facebook activity: standard popularity indicators, 
shared content and the intensity of posting. Finally, 
third categorization key (10 questions) allowed the au-
thor to evaluate candidates Twitter accounts. Every 
category also covered multimedia content in the can-
didates’ entries on every medium.  

Research period was set to one month before elec-
tion date (from 16 October to 16 November 2014), 
which is the peak time of political campaigning in Po-
land. 

2.2. Sampling 

This research is interested in investigating the ways of 
usage of candidates own Internet tools during electoral 
campaign to Lower Silesia Voivodeship Regional As-
sembly (Sejmik). Selected tools are: websites, official 
Facebook profiles and official Twitter accounts. Private 

177Online Political Campaigning during the 2014 Regional Elections in Poland

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



Facebook accounts were not taken into account for 
the reason: while making preliminary research, fo-
cused on verification of existence of such tools, they 
were often hard to identify. Author had to make as-
sumptions basing on the actions that could be per-
ceived as stalking: profile photo, shared content or 
even liked pages to verify, if the account belongs to 
the candidate. Because of that, the number of private 
Facebook accounts in Table 1 is for an informative 
purpose only. 

The data that enabled the author to justify making 
a research of online political communication in the re-
gion is a relevant number of inhabitants with access to 
the world wide web. According to the report published 
by Polish Central Statistical Office (2014) in October, 
households in Lower Silesia region that had computers 
was 78,2 per cent with the average for Poland of 77,1. 
When it comes to the Internet penetration, the result 
was also above the average (71,1 per cent) and it 
amounted to 71,9 per cent.  

Social media market in Poland is growing each year. 
The report titled “Polish Internet Research” is pub-
lished periodically by Megapanel/PBI and it provides 
actual data from Polish Internet landscape. The most 
corresponding report for this research comes was pub-
lished in January 2015, and it covers the month, when 
the study was conducted (November). The data shows, 
that Facebook has sustained its hegemony on social 
media market share with almost 17 million users (Table 
1) and nearly 80% of Internet penetration rate. Next 
two places in the table belongs to Google+ service and 
Polish equivalent of American social network service 
Classmates.com—nk.pl. The reason behind not making 
a research on these platforms is that high result of 
Google+ is the effect of high usage of Gmail service in 
Poland. In addition to nk.pl—constant downtrend since 
2010 of this medium connected with huge “migration” 
to Facebook allows the author to bypass this service, 
because most likely it’s occupied with non-active ac-
counts and it is not a common platform for politicians 
to communicate with potential voters. Twitter in Po-
land is considered as an “elite” medium for politicians 
and journalists. In presented data it has reached the 
popularity of 2.5 million Polish internet users and pen-
etration rate of almost 12% (Table 1). 

Research sample for this study covered 100% of all 
the candidates. All of the 4991 names registered by the 
National Electoral Commission from all 11 election 
committees from the constituency of Lower Silesia 
have been taken into account. Table 2 is presenting the 
overall share of Internet tools during the campaign. Af-
ter first step of conducting the research, there were 
172 identified, official Internet communication tools. 
The most popular form of online communication 
among candidates to Regional Assembly was an official 
Facebook profile. There were 78 identified profiles 
among 499 candidates, which is 15,6 per cent of overall 
share. As may be observed in the Table 2, Twitter was 
second most used tool (9,6 per cent). Websites were 
slightly less popular with 46 (9,2 per cent). The visible 
difference of popularity between social media and the 
websites is explainable by the costs of projecting and 
establishing a website, which in a comparison to free 
of charge social media can be a barricade for parties 
with small financial resources. As mentioned before, 
substantial number of candidates had private Face-
book account.  

When it comes to the party-level analysis, the most 
active election committee on that area was the repre-
sentatives of ruling party in Poland—Civic Platform 
(Platforma Obywatelska)—, who amassed a total of 54 
identified tools. Other online active parties also had 
their representatives in Polish parliament: Left Demo-
cratic Alliance (Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej) with 24 
identified tools, Law and Justice with total sum of 23 
(Prawo I Sprawiedliwość) and Polish People’s Party 
(Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe) with 21. What is interest-
ing, smaller parties such as New Right (Nowa Prawica) 
or National Movement (Ruch Narodowy) that often 
complained about marginalization by mainstream me-
dia, did not use opportunity to compensate this lack of 
presence through the Internet. The only exception was 
election committee of Non-partial Councilmen (Bezpar-
tyjni Samorządowcy), who amassed 23 identified 
communication tools. 

1 Until the 8 November 2015, the number was equal to 500, 
but because of tragic accident one of the candidates passed 
away (Gadawa & Wójcik, 2014). 

Table 1. Social media market in Poland. 

Social media platform Users (numbers) Internauts penetration (per cent) 

Facebook 16,850,428 78,57% 
Google+ 8,754,459 40,82% 
nk.pl 4,899,343 22,84% 
Twitter 2,528,881 11,79% 
Goldenline 1,972,297 9,2% 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from Megapanel/PBI research from November 2014. 
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Table 2. Overall share of Internet tools. 

Party name Candidates Website Official Fb Official TT Private Fb 

Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe 72 7 8 6 35 
Demokracja Bezpośrednia 5 0 0 0 1 
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość 71 8 12 3 30 
Platforma Obywatelska 72 19 20 16 45 
Ruch Narodowy 33 0 9 1 11 
Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej 70 6 11 7 33 
Nowa Prawica 45 0 7 0 12 
Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski 25 0 1 1 8 
Bezpartyjni Samorządowcy 70 7 6 10 28 
Twój Ruch 31 0 4 4 12 
Nasza Gmina Lubawka-Kalwaria 
Lubawska 

5 0 0 0 1 

Total 499 46 78 48 216 

Source: own elaboration. 

2.3. Research Questions 

After the identification of online communication tools 
and getting a broad picture of electoral campaigning on 
a regional level, it became possible to formulate three 
research questions, which will be analyzed in the fol-
lowing section of this article: 

RQ1: To what extend do candidates use new media 
during election campaign? 

The content of the Internet is constantly changing. Web 
pages have become more interactive, the quality and 
multimedia potential of uploaded content has become 
more significant and valuable. The natural element of 
online landscape, social media, are demanding from its 
users much more technological awareness and profi-
ciency. Likes, shares, followers and retweets are natural 
indicators of successful campaign on social media. This 
question will help to evaluate if the candidates are able 
to adapt to new conditions of functioning online.  

RQ2: Did smaller parties use new media as a form 
of compensation for their low presence in offline 
media? 

Although during the process of identification of online 
communication channels there was a substantial dif-
ference between the number of tools amassed by elec-
tion committees represented by parties with repre-
sentatives in parliament, there are 42 identified media 
owned by candidates from smaller parties. What is 
more, during further analysis not all of the communica-
tion tools have been qualified for research due to inac-
tivity, and the proportion of owned media between 
relevant parties and smaller ones will decrease. An-
swering on that question will help the author to verify, 
if the parties with smaller financial resources was able 
to mark their presence in the web. 

RQ3: Are the candidates using Internet tools to 
interact with possible voters? 

Web 2.0 revolution changed the rules of communica-
tion in the Internet, granting new possibilities for In-
ternet users to interact. Feedback from potential voter 
could be very valuable for the candidate, especially 
during regional campaign, where both sides are con-
nected through bonds of spatial identity. By interacting 
with users on Facebook, candidates could easily ex-
pand their network of connections. This question will 
also verify if the regional election campaign was popu-
lar among citizens. 

3. Results 

After identifying all the active online communication 
tools, the author has created dataset with all of the 
quantitative results, which allowed for statistical calcu-
lations. All the data shall be broadly described and ana-
lyzed from qualitative perspective in this section. The 
analysis shall be conducted both from communication 
channel and party level. 

3.1. Websites 

The identification process allowed the author to gather 
46 web pages which were analyzed using a dedicated 
categorization key. This section shall broadly describe 
the features and interaction potential of candidates’ 
websites. Back in the era of web 1.0, pages in the In-
ternet seemed to be static and their visual side did not 
draw user's attention. Nowadays, this tool can be a 
powerful way of informing, advertising and establishing 
the contact with potential voters.  

In analyzing the research material, it was possible 
to distinguish pages with an informational function on-
ly (bulletin-board like pages) and websites with possi-
bility of posting new entries. 19 analyzed pages (41%) 
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seemed to be only the Internet visiting cards, while 27 
of them enabled candidates to share with their poten-
tial electorate the news about their campaign. The av-
erage number of posts in the period of last month be-
fore the elections was 3,8 with total 163 (Table 3) posts 
for all the candidates. Only 23 per cent of analyzed pag-
es allowed it's viewers to share entries and materials 
within a share option (mostly via social media like Face-
book, Twitter, Wykop.pl and Google+). What's more, not 
even a single comment on the website was identified 
during the research. This may explain the rather high 
proportion of non-interactive pages, along with the ten-
dency to move dialogue on social media. However, the 
candidates tried to draw user’s attention with additional 
multimedia content. Most of posted entries (74 per 
cent) had at least one photograph, image, video or at-
tached link. Newsletter, as a form of staying in touch 
with the candidate and her or his actions was visible only 
on two analyzed pages. An Internet discussion forum 
wasn’t identified on any of the analyzed pages. 

Non-existent dialogue on the candidates’ websites 
and much higher percentage of social media in identi-
fied online tools indicates this channel of communica-
tion as dominant in this campaign. This issue also af-
fected the websites, where user could find all the links 
and embedded plug-ins for profiles of candidates in 
major social media services. 28 per cent of analyzed 
web pages had Facebook plug-in with current infor-
mation posted on profile, but more than half (Table 3) 
of the research sample had a direct connection with 
most popular social media service with the link. Twitter 
was the second most popular social media linked to the 
pages, with 14 identified links (30 per cent). Other so-
cial platforms used by candidates and noticed on the 
websites were present in eight cases. Youtube.com was 
linked five times, while least popular services like Insta-
gram or Flicker just once. Based on a research sample of 
analyzed material, websites owned by candidates re-

flects the social media market share in Poland.  
If the dialogue on the candidates’ websites does 

not exist, the most important feature of this channel 
during electoral campaign ought to be the information. 
A typical Internet user and conscious voter should be 
able to easily find basic data about the candidate on 
the website. Being a representative in Regional Assem-
bly is strongly connected with actions that should be 
taken in the specified area. Thus, the programme is the 
most desirable type of content on candidates’ website, 
but only 59 per cent (27) of analyzed pages had infor-
mation about planned activities. During every election, 
the personal aspect of the campaign is important. It's 
important for the conscious voter to gather the infor-
mation about the candidate and his life. Personal in-
formation was identified on 91 per cent (41) of web-
sites. This kind of data was usually presented in the 
section dedicated to the candidate him or herself 
(“About me”). Majority of candidates (87 per cent) 
provided the information on history of education and 
even more (91 per cent) about past activities, often 
connected to the political activity in the region.  

The opportunity to contact the candidate via web-
site was identified in 21 cases (46 per cent), where an 
online contact form appeared. However, the e-mail 
address was the most popular (60 per cent) method of 
communication. The least popular ways of communica-
tion assumed more direct contact. Phone number and 
direct address for correspondence was present respec-
tively five and eight times. 

When it comes to the party-level analysis, it's signif-
icant that the election committees with their repre-
sentatives in parliament and local authorities made the 
85 per cent of the research sample. The only exception 
was the Non-partial Councilmen committee with seven 
websites. Civic Platform, currently the ruling party in 
Poland was most visible in that area with 19 identified 
web pages (Table 3). 

Table 3. The structure and features of websites. 

Election Committee  Link to 
Facebook 
(in per cent) 

Share 
option 
(in per cent) 

Number of 
entries (one 
month) 

Number of 
comments 
(one month) 

Number of entries 
with multimedia 
content 

Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe (n=7) 71 57 37 0 33 
Demokracja Bezpośrednia (n=0) na. na. na. na. na. 
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (n=8) 25 0 35 0 14 
Platforma Obywatelska (n=19) 66 22 40 0 26 
Ruch Narodowy (n=0) na. na. na. na. na. 
Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej (n=6) 66 16 44 0 42 
Nowa Prawica (n=0) na. na. na. na. na. 
Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski (n=0) na. na. na. na. na. 
Bezpartyjni Samorządowcy (n=7) 29 29 7 0 6 
Twój Ruch (n=0) na. na. na. na. na. 
Nasza Gmina Lubawka-Kalwaria 
Lubawska (n=0) 

na. na. na. na. na. 

Total (n=46) 53 23 163 0 121 

Source: own elaboration. 
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3.2. Facebook 

The most popular social media service in Poland, Face-
book gathered the most candidates during electoral 
campaign to Lower Silesia Regional Assembly with 78 
identified, official fan pages. However, due to lack of 
activity (not even a single post during research period), 
the obvious expiration of a page (dedicated to the pre-
vious election campaign) or the death of a candidate, 
fan page research sample shrunk to 73.  

While building relations with potential voters on 
social media, candidates should avoid creating the im-
pression, that their presence there is led strictly by the 
need of influencing voters. That dependence, which is 
common knowledge within the marketing discipline, 
has influenced political communication scholars, who 
are often describing voters as customers (e. g. New-
man, 1999). However, during analyzed campaign 73 
per cent (53) of the accounts has been created or acti-
vated just for election campaign period (Table 4). This 
attitude when exposed by the candidates shows, that 
in majority they have ignored the long-term relation 
building process. This should affect the basic indicator 
of popularity on Facebook which is the number of likes 
on a fan page. The total number of all the likes gath-
ered on Facebook is 73819 (Table 4) with the average 
of 1011 per page. However, aside with popular politics 
with likes above the average, one candidate was a re-
search sample stand-off. Robert Winnicki, a young ac-
tivist from a National Movement is one of the most 
popular extreme right politicians, which explains his 
gathering of almost 31 thousand likes by himself. Be-
cause of that, author propose, that measure of popu-
larity in that case should be expressed in median, 
which is 204 likes per fan page.  

Another indicator of successful campaign on social 
media is the use of sharing potential, which is number 
of Facebook users speaking about the page. This statis-
tic is telling us how many times the users of Facebook 
mentioned the fan page on their own timeline. If we 
think of that feature as a possibility to reach multiplied 
number of users, it is clearly very valuable for the can-
didate running for the mandate. The total number of 
users speaking about the candidates fan pages is 21755 
(Table 4) with the average of 298. However, in that 
case the sample stand-off from the National Move-
ment gathered more than a half of the total result, and 
11300 users was mentioning his fan page in their posts. 
The median of this value was much lower than the av-
erage, and it was calculated to 50 users per candidate.  

The activity of candidates on Facebook (number of 
entries in research period) was counted at 1444 entries 
(Table 4.) with an average of 19,8. The median in that 
case was not far from the average—16 entries. Out of 
all identified entries, 973 posts contained multimedia 
content (773 posts consisted of pictures and 202 of 
videos) and 293 was the link to another Internet page. 

This means, that 1266 posts (88 per cent) had an addi-
tional value and only 178 entries posted during elec-
tion campaign was just plain text. Therefore, social 
media became the platform of multimedia sharing.  

Facebook users can provide valuable feedback. Fea-
tures like commenting and sharing can also reveal the 
success or the weakness of the campaign. However, 
the simplest way of measuring users’ activity on candi-
date fan pages is the number of comments. There were 
almost three thousand identified comments during the 
last month of electoral campaign (Table 4). That num-
ber is more than twice that of candidates posts, but if 
we compare the median of Facebook posts (16) with 
the median of comments (9), that rather optimistic pic-
ture changes. One of the categories in the codebook 
was related to the non-commented posts. The result is 
verifying previous assumption, because 925 posts (64 
per cent) were not commented at all. Another indica-
tor of users’ engagement in the campaign could be the 
presence of direct questions to the candidate with us-
ing the feature of “posts to the page”. Only 11 candi-
dates received personally addressed questions, which 
is only 14 per cent of research sample. All this data 
leads to the conclusion, that the campaign on Face-
book was much more intensive than on websites. 
However, due to the high percentage of non-
commented posts and the statistical distortion caused 
by stand-off candidate from National Movement, the 
campaign on dominant social service in Poland seems 
to reach a very sparse audience. 

The party-level analysis of Facebook activity is simi-
lar to the activity in the world wide web, with a few ex-
ceptions. This time, smaller parties seemed to mark 
their presence during the online campaign. 23 identi-
fied fan pages was owned by the candidates from elec-
tion committees without their representatives in Polish 
parliament. The ruling party (Civic Platform) candi-
dates, owned the most of the pages (Table 4). 

3.3. Twitter 

The research sample for Twitter analysis is 24 Twitter 
accounts owned by the candidates. The same amount 
of accounts identified during the initial research turned 
out to be not active, which means that a single tweet 
was not identified one month before election date. 

The specificity of Twitter analysis implies less com-
plexity than the analysis of websites or Facebook fan 
pages. Thus, the codebook for Twitter consisted of 10 
questions, which will help the author to describe the 
campaign performed on that service. While observing 
the attitude of the candidates during campaign period, 
the same category used for Facebook analysis was ap-
plied to this section of research as well. According to 
gathered data, 11 out of 24 Twitter accounts was cre-
ated or activated one month before election (Table 5). 
The basic indicator of popularity for microbloggers is 
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Table 4. Lower Silesia Regional Assembly candidates on Facebook. 
Election Committee  Is the account 

created/ 
activated after 
1.10.2014?  
(per cent of 
accounts) 

Number  
of likes 

Number of  
users  
speaking  
about the  
page 

Numbers  
of entries  
(one  
month) 

Number  
of entries 
with 
multimedia 

Number  
of  
comments 

Direct 
questions to 
candidate  
(per cent of 
candidates) 

Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe (n=5) 60 1109 317 58 37 23 0 
Demokracja Bezpośrednia (n=0) N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a 
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (n=12) 75 2703 719 230 155 249 0 
Platforma Obywatelska (n=19) 65 11043 2759 403 302 817 20 
Ruch Narodowy (n=9) 56 41007 13483 142 99 314 11 
Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej (n=11) 91 2783 786 240 167 148 27 
Nowa Prawica (n=7) 71 6340 709 125 84 403 14 
Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski (n=1) 100 122 10 8 8 0 0 
Bezpartyjni Samorządowcy (n=6) 6 6612 2880 206 102 959 33 
Twój Ruch (n=3) 33 2100 92 32 19 38 0 
Nasza Gmina Lubawka-Kalwaria 
Lubawska (n=0) 

N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a 

Total (n=73) 68 73819 21755 1444 973 2981 14 

Source: own elaboration. 

Table 5. Lower Silesia Regional Assembly candidates on Twitter. 
Election Committee  Is the account 

created/ 
activated after 
1.10.2014? 
(per cent of 
accounts) 

Number of 
followers 

Number of 
observed 
users 

Total number 
of tweets 

Hashtag  
(per cent of 
candidates 
using 
function) 

Retweet  
(per cent of 
candidates 
using retweet 
feature) 

Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe (n=4) 50 961 1158 1367 50 50 
Demokracja Bezpośrednia (n=0) N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a 
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (n=2) 50 72 108 91 0 100 
Platforma Obywatelska (n=10) 30 4267 1846 2200 60 90 
Ruch Narodowy (n=1) 0 4570 93 752 100 100 
Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej (n=3) 100 57 67 200 67 0 
Nowa Prawica (n=0) N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a 
Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski (n=0) N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a 
Bezpartyjni Samorządowcy (n=2) 50 199 368 1125 100 100 
Twój Ruch (n=2) 50 1374 429 780 100 100 
Nasza Gmina Lubawka-Kalwaria 
Lubawska (n=0) 

N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a N/a 

Total (n=24) 46 11500 4069 6535 63 75 

Source: own elaboration. 

the number of followers. That value for the research 
sample is 11500 with the average of 480 followers per 
candidate. However, three candidates amassed almost 
nine thousand following users, which makes the aver-
age misrepresented. The median of followers is more 
accurate for this case and it is calculated for 110 users. 
When we take into account the statistic of users fol-
lowed by the candidates, the total amount in this case 
is 4069. The total amount and the average won't pro-
vide the broad picture again, so it was necessary to cal-
culate median, which is 133 users followed. When we 
compare these two values it turns out, that candidates 
followed more often than they were followed. 

A small percentage of microblogging candidates 
and the reverse following tendency may indicate, that 
Twitter as a tool of electoral communication can be 

harder to comprehend for the than other channels 
provided by new media. Using hash-tags (symbol # be-
fore the tag) while posting new entry helps the Twitter 
community to navigate in the thousands of tweets and 
makes the information easier to find. Retweet means, 
that the user has posted someone else's entry on his 
account. The features of retweeting and hashtagging 
could describe user's advancement in using Twitter. 
Usage of retweet was noticed in 75 per cent of obser-
vations and hashtagging in 63 per cent (Table 5). That 
allows us to conclude, that the majority of tweeting 
candidates felt comfortable with this tool, and rather 
low interest rate in Twitter lies somewhere else. 

When we take into consideration affiliation of the 
candidates, the Civic Platform turned out to be most 
active in that field again. Smaller parties, like National 
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Movement or Non-partial Councilmen had only 13 per 
cent of observed accounts, which again can't allow an-
swering positively on the RQ2. 

4. Conclusions 

By using content analysis, the author took an aim to in-
vestigate the way of using the Internet and social me-
dia by the candidates to Lower Silesian Regional As-
sembly during 2014 local elections in Poland. Almost 
72% of Polish households have got access to the World 
Wide Web. While the Internet revolution has become 
the routine for most of the citizens, it is often the first 
place to look for the information about a political can-
didate. A website can be the basic tool in electoral 
communication for that matter. Analyzing the web-
sites, the author has focused on the interactivity of the 
website, the availability of contacting the candidate via 
website and linking the site with social media profiles. 
The quality and frequency of updating the site was also 
analyzed, as well with the availability of basic infor-
mation on the candidate. The candidate, who is estimat-
ing the potential of Internet communication tools should 
be aware of the fact, that many of potential voters are 
using Facebook and Twitter for browsing political infor-
mation as well. After analyzing online political campaign 
from the regional perspective, it became possible to an-
swer previously constructed research questions. 

RQ1 was related to the broad landscape of electoral 
campaign online. The presumption of this research was 
that social media would be used as a free-of-charge al-
ternative to websites after a very expensive campaign 
to the European Parliament. The overall share of Inter-
net communication tools indicates that Facebook and 
Twitter were indeed twice as popular during the cam-
paign. However, if we take into consideration the per-
centage of candidates who owned a website, it doesn’t 
even make 10% of the observed population. The signif-
icant amount of websites had a form of static visiting 
card, without a possibility of posting, commenting or 
sharing content. Regardless of the fact, that most of 
identified entries on websites had a different kind of 
multimedia content, they did not meet with a single re-
sponse from the viewers in a form of comment or any 
other feedback. All those data may indicate that the 
weight of the campaign has moved onto the social me-
dia. Thanks to the content analysis, it became possible 
to verify the candidates who are creating their online 
identity for the long time before the elections and those, 
who have launched their profiles only for the election 
campaign period. The Facebook campaign was treated 
as a “last minute” project. The majority of the candi-
dates either created or activated their account during 
the last month of the campaign. Along with median of 
posting one entry per two days it resulted in a rather 
humble amount of likes and “talking about” indicators. 

The second research question was about the elec-

tion committees representing smaller parties—did they 
use social media as a form of compensation for the 
presence in the mainstream media? It is understood, 
that the lack of presence in the World Wide Web is 
connected with smaller budgets. However the election 
committee of Non-partial Councilmen has given the 
laudable example with being present online with seven 
websites, social media revolution has granted everyone 
the opportunity of being noticed, even without sub-
stantial financial resources. Smaller parties owned al-
most one-third of all identified Facebook fan pages, but 
their high results of amassed likes and “speaking about 
the page” indicator was not the result of a well-
planned and persistent electoral campaign. Research 
sample stand-offs, who has gathered the number of 
likes comparable with the national celebrities made the 
simple average a distorted value. It's also important 
that Twitter turned out to be terra incognita for the 
representatives of smaller election committees. 

RQ3 concerned one of the most important issues 
connected with the new media, which is the ability to 
establish an almost instant contact with the candidate. 
The Regional Election campaign, where constituency is 
much smaller than in national elections is the time, 
when potential voters could find the opportunity to 
contact the candidate very valuable. However, the dia-
logue on the websites simply doesn’t exist. Not a single 
comment was posted by the Internet users during the 
election campaign on the websites owned by candi-
dates. Taking into consideration social media, Face-
book was the place of dialogue, but the median of 
posts was much higher than the median of comments. 
Majority (64 per cent) of all entries posted on Face-
book was not commented at all. The opportunity of 
asking direct questions to the candidate has been only 
used in 14 per cent of all observations. If we add to 
that account the situation on Twitter, where the medi-
an of the followers gathered by candidates is lower 
than the median of users that are followed, it is cer-
tain, that the online campaign did not draw attention 
of Internet users and potential voters.  

Presented data allows the author to locate political 
campaigning in the regional level in Poland in the early 
post-modern era. The lack of interactive websites, am-
ateur-like (in most cases) usage of social media and al-
most non-existing dialogue online allows to conclude the 
electoral campaign with the statement that the ineffec-
tive actions performed by the candidates in the Internet 
has met with an adequate response from the its users. 
Therefore, the author supports previously mentioned 
assumptions on political campaigns evolution. 
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Annex. List of the election committees from the Lower Silesia Voivodeship during the 2014 Regional Assembly 
Elections. 

Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe—Polish People’s Party 
Demokracja Bezpośrednia—Direct Democracy 
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość—Law and Justice 
Platforma Obywatelska—Civic Platform 
Ruch Narodowy—National Movement 
Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej—Democratic Left Alliance 
Nowa Prawica—New Right 
Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski—National Polish Revival 
Bezpartyjni Samorządowcy—Non-partial Councilmen 
Twój Ruch—Your Movement 
Nasza Gmina Lubawka-Kalwaria Lubawska—Our Commune Lubawka-Kalwaria Lubawska 
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Abstract 
The confluence of activism and social media—legitimized by efforts such as the Arab Spring and Occupy Movements—
represents a growing area of mainstream media focus. Using Canada’s #IdleNoMore movement as a case, this study 
uses framing theory to better understand how traditional media are representing activism borne of social media such 
as Twitter, and how such activism can ultimately have an impact in political and public policy debates. A qualitative 
framing analysis is used to identify frames present in media reporting of #IdleNoMore during its first two months by 
two prominent Canadian publications. Emergent frames show that hashtag activism as a catalyst for a social movement 
was embraced as a theme by one of the publications, therefore helping to legitimize the role of social media tools such as 
Twitter. In other frames, both positive and negative depictions of the social movement helped to identify for mainstream 
audiences both historical grievances and future challenges and opportunities for Canada’s First Nations communities. 
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1. Introduction 

For advocates of digital media as a vehicle for more in-
clusive public discourse around society’s most pressing 
issues, the growing popularity of social media tools gi-
ves reason for hope. While many websites and email 
campaigns already advocate on behalf of social move-
ments, global activists are being implored to expand 
their usage of online communication in order to 
enhance their two-way communication with publics 
(Seo, Kim, & Yang, 2009). This advent of social media in 
the Web 2.0 era, including such well-known social 
networking platforms as Twitter and Facebook, argua-
bly has had the effect of democratizing communication 
between organizations and stakeholders (Kietzmann, 
Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011). Indeed, the 
theme of a more democratic form of media runs thro-
ugh both academic and popular accounts of Twitter’s 
rise among activists. A growing segment of social me-

dia usage on Twitter includes individuals advocating for 
humanitarian causes, environmental problems, or poli-
tical and economic debates (Beirut, 2009). Hashtag ac-
tivism, a term that entered the public consciousness 
when New York Times media columnist David Carr 
(2012) wrote of the phenomenon, gives communica-
tors an ability to streamline their messaging on the mi-
cro-blogging social networking platform. The hashtag, a 
function of Twitter that allows users to cluster their 
tweets around a single issue or focus, has garnered 
growing media interest in the wake of well-publicized 
efforts stemming from the Arab Spring and Occupy 
movements.  

More recently, an example of hashtag activism that 
has captured, if not the imagination, at least the atten-
tion of media, politicians, and the public is that of 
#IdleNoMore, an activist movement that launched in 
Canada in November 2012. Tanyo Kappo, an Indige-
nous activist and law student from the University of 
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Manitoba, had organized a teach-in in Edmonton, Al-
berta, to inform the public how a Canadian gover-
nment bill would negatively impact the country’s First 
Nations (Aboriginal) peoples. In the days since that first 
usage of the #IdleNoMore hashtag, the movement has 
become a rallying cry for all of Canada’s First Nations 
peoples and has spread to the United States and inter-
nationally to signify the concerns of Aboriginal peoples 
(Carleton, 2012).  

Twitter users used the hashtag to link to media sto-
ries about Aboriginal and related issues and engender 
commentary; it invited individuals to flash mobs, pro-
test events, educational seminars, and other gathe-
rings. It supported activists and community leaders. It 
also quickly caught the attention of domestic and in-
ternational media. The National Public Radio program 
All Things Considered (2013, para. 3) dubbed it “a 
grass-roots indigenous movement…shaking up politics 
in Canada. Like Occupy Wall Street and the Arab 
Spring, it spread quickly through social media.” While 
the movement came to be characterized as “an erupti-
on of updates and reporting over social media sites” 
(Ornelas, 2014, p. 5), it also ushered in a new wave of 
traditional media articles focused on First Nations and 
Aboriginal issues—particularly in Canada, where the 
impact of the movement was initially focused and cer-
tainly most pronounced.  

This study seeks to understand how hashtag acti-
vism and online-based social movements impact the 
reporting of social and environmental issues by the 
traditional media. Using the #IdleNoMore movement 
as a case study, it examines how hashtag activists may 
be reframing debates about public and economic policy 
in the media in order to change public perceptions and 
add social and historical context to social and envi-
ronmental issues. Understanding this trajectory is im-
portant as the usage of online activism continues to 
grow and as the traditional press grapples with social 
media’s role in the public sphere. This study uses me-
dia framing to understand what aspects of the #Idle-
NoMore movement were made most salient. Within 
political and social movement communication, media 
framing has been shown to shape environments favo-
rable or hostile to certain forms of public policy or de-
bate. Identifying the saliency of different dimensions of 
#IdleNoMore provides insight into how the movement 
influenced broader debates about Aboriginal rights and 
living conditions in Canada, themselves having an im-
pact on future public policy. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Online Mediation of Activism and Social 
Movements 

The interplay of protest movements both online and 
off factors into much online activism literature. In their 

examination of democratic media activism through the 
lens of social movement theory, Carroll and Hackett 
(2005) maintain that actions such as Internet activism, 
culture jamming, and media monitoring have trans-
formed the strategy of traditional protest movements, 
making them more reflexive. At the same time, Valen-
zuela (2013) finds that in order to effect changes in so-
ciety, social movements need to bridge the gap betwe-
en online and offline environments and ultimately 
facilitate offline forms of citizen participation. Such 
convergence of digital and offline activisms has been 
credited as one of the key reasons for the success of 
the 2010 Tunisian uprisings (Lim, 2013). 

While some skeptics of social media’s confluence 
with protest movements dwell upon the disparaging 
concepts of “armchair activism” or “slacktivism,” social 
media assist movements in empowering individuals to 
carry out activist tasks that were once carried out by 
centralized organizations (Kessler, 2012, p. 213). Re-
search on the communication practices of social mo-
vements both challenges structural views that conceive 
of alternative media as separate from the broader me-
dia field and also shows that communication is beco-
ming more important for contemporary movements 
(Della Porta, 2013). This assertion complements the 
perspective that all social movement actions, including 
strategizing, lobbying, mobilizing, and protesting, in-
volve forms of both online and offline communication 
(Ryan, Jeffreys, Ellowitz, & Ryczek, 2013). In part this po-
sitions the social movement as a network that emphasi-
zes diversity of membership, while affording agency for 
actors assigned to different roles. A social movement’s 
online network emphasizes the mobilization of resour-
ces locally, for example, while developing a media narra-
tive at a national level (Conover et al., 2013).  

Through online social media, social movement ac-
tors have a new means to disseminate self-
representations that are not subjected to mass media 
filters (Uldum & Askanias, 2013). In turn, activists are 
able to break through preconceived notions or agendas 
that might provide greater resistance in traditional 
media spaces. Studies of online civic participation, do-
vetailing with the notion of activists reaching out to 
wider publics in online blogs and forums, show that 
these non-political spaces allow individuals to more 
fully engage in political activity (Van Zoonen, Vis, & 
Mihelj, 2010).  

An examination of the Popular Association of the 
Oaxacan Peoples and the immigrant rights movement 
in Los Angeles draws from the concept of transmedia 
mobilization, itself a combination of transmedia story-
telling on different media platforms (Jenkins, 2003) and 
network communication theories derived from social 
movement studies. Such an approach allows for the 
circulation of ideas and frames across platforms while 
creating a shared social movement identity, requiring 
collaboration and co-creation across the movement 
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(Costanza-Chock, 2013). Additionally, new media te-
chnologies—upheld as “democratic, high-quality, hori-
zontal communication”—have made more permeable 
the divide between media producers and audiences, in 
great part due to the reduced financial and skills-based 
barriers to accessing them (Della Porta, 2013). Using 
the example of video-sharing website YouTube, social 
media emerges as a means to widening the scope of 
audience but also reinforcing political commitment 
within a movement (Uldum & Askanias, 2013). Along 
with YouTube, the social networking platform of Twit-
ter has emerged as an increasingly prominent venue 
for studies of online activism. 

3. The Role of Twitter as a Platform for Influence and 
Protest 

To some outside the medium, Twitter remains a 
communication curiosity. Its potential as a medium for 
virality is not always immediately apparent. Many mes-
sages—especially those coming from users with few 
followers or high privacy settings—will never reach au-
diences of more than a dozen people. What gives 
communication on Twitter potential leverage for wider 
distribution are the tools allowing users to cluster, re-
broadcast, modify, or reply to ongoing messages and 
conversations. At real-time events involving advocacy or 
protest, live tweeting can serve multiple purposes, not 
only providing on-the-ground perspectives or directives, 
but also delivering key information to a broader public, 
garnering newfound publicity by reaching other media, 
or attracting attention from local governmental authori-
ties (Penney & Dadas, 2014) in positive or negative ways. 
Twitter’s ability to foster ongoing dialogue and conver-
sation positions it perfectly for digital activism:  

“The promise for these huge processes of networked 
action directed towards mutual understanding can-
not be dismissed lightly. This particular platform, as 
one instance among many, is built on a set of com-
puter protocols that foreground interaction, enabling 
a greatly expanded reach for critique and organizati-
on among interlocutors.” (Hands, 2011, p. 18) 

One of Twitter’s more distinct advantages is its ability 
to leverage audience interest to amplify messaging. Re-
tweeting, for example, allows a movement’s members 
not present at an event or rally to still participate in the 
distribution of information and thus the shaping of pu-
blic opinion (Penny & Dadas, 2014). Twitter offers no 
guarantee of successful message distribution in terms 
of amplification or even accuracy, however. Accounts 
of hashtags being hijacked by interests outside the ori-
ginal purpose—whether for consumer products or so-
cial movements—have been fairly common. Even the 
supporters of a hashtag can undermine its goals. Poell 
and Borra’s (2012) examination of social media ac-

counts of the 2010 G20 Summit protests in Toronto 
showed that the hashtag #G20report became 
overwhelmed with accounts of police activity—at the 
expense of communicative demonstrations for issues 
such as “Native Land Rights,” “Queer Liberation,” and 
the “Environment.” At the same time, while social media 
use has emerged as a significant and important tool for 
certain types of activism, its impact varies from one form 
of protest (such as street protests, traditional media ou-
treach, or e-petitions) to another (Valenzuela, 2013). 

4. Hashtags as an Approach to Informing and 
Educating Publics 

More organizations have discovered social media—and 
Twitter specifically—to be a powerful device for public 
education approaches. Hashtags as a tool play a pro-
minent role in the stages of reaching out to people, 
building and deepening emergent ties, and mobilizing 
supporters (Guo & Saxton, 2014). In politics, informing 
is the primary function of a hashtag (Small, 2011) as 
contributors scour the Internet for pertinent and timely 
information and disseminate their findings with an 
appropriate tag. More so than a tweet by itself, the 
existence of a hashtagged message via Twitter actively 
invites audience attention by setting parameters for 
the embedded discourse (Brock, 2012). The messages 
adjoined to such hashtags may invoke context, histo-
ries, emotions, or calls to action. Furthermore, and 
perhaps at odds with the reputation of social media 
“slacktivism” sometimes promoted in traditional media 
venues, some researchers report that hashtagged twe-
ets strengthen bonds between networked users on 
Twitter, regardless of cultural affiliation (Brock, 2012).  

The reporting of protest and dissent is another area 
where a divergence between traditional media and 
hashtagged Twitter communication has been identifi-
ed. A content analysis of social media activity during 
the Egyptian Revolution, marked by the hashtags of 
#egypt and #jan25, shows that while established media 
stuck to official sources and emphasized the spectacle 
of the event, Twitter feeds and blogs provided more 
legitimacy to the protesters and more opportunities to 
their readers for interactivity and understanding (Har-
low & Johnson, 2011). This raises the question of 
whether traditional media are susceptible to influence 
by online social networks and the movements they 
help spawn. Previous research has shown that eviden-
ce of a movement’s legitimacy and the active support it 
has received is enough to sway public opinion and awa-
reness over time (Kowalchuk, 2009), which can alter 
both the quantity and quality of mainstream press cove-
rage (Smith, McCarthy, McPhail, & Augustyn, 2001). 

Retweets, hashtagged or not, can empower the 
diffusion of information and help it spread well beyond 
the reach of the original tweet’s followership, which 
raises the question of whether Twitter is itself a social 
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network or a form of news media (Kwak, Lee, Park, & 
Moon, 2010). This also invokes the issue of how tradi-
tional media report on protest movements borne of, or 
fueled by, Twitter’s mix of social network diffusion and 
potential mass audience reach. 

5. Framing and the Shifting Grounds of Media 
Coverage 

The framing of public policy debates by traditional me-
dia has enjoyed significant attention over the past two 
decades. Entman (2007) suggests that media interven-
tions in the everyday contests to control government 
strategy within mainstream politics help to set the 
boundaries for public debate. In a news text, the frame 
represents an imprint of power, calling to attention 
some aspects of reality while obscuring others (Ent-
man, 1993). The media’s role becomes one of selection 
and salience, directing attention to how communicated 
text exerts its power: 

“To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived 
reality and make them more salient in a communi-
cating text, in such a way as to promote a particular 
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for 
the item described.” (Entman, p. 51) 

For example, U.S. President George Bush’s description 
of his government’s post September 11, 2001 policy as 
a “war on terror”—while highly contested at the ti-
me—was an effective framing choice that influenced 
most media coverage and debate in spite of some 
outliers in the press (Entman, 2003). More recently, 
media framing has been shown to shape environments 
favorable or hostile to certain forms of public policy. 
An examination of the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts by the 
Bush White House Administration reveals that the me-
dia’s framing of such cuts in relation to economic 
growth—as opposed to individual economic interests—
diminished citizens’ ability to understand the new poli-
cy (Bell & Entman, 2011).  

In summation, the ability of hashtags within Twitter 
to diffuse and amplify information and ideas across so-
cial media has afforded activists and advocates of vari-
ous movements new media outreach opportunities. 
The growing legitimacy of such movements invites mo-
re scrutiny of portrayals of these online causes by tra-
ditional media, and in particular the media framing of 
such movements. Using the case study of #IdleNoMo-
re, this study establishes how media framed an activist 
campaign borne of social media, as well as the diffe-
rences of such frames between media outlets, by as-
king three research questions:  

RQ 1. How did the national media frame the 
#IdleNoMore movement? 

RQ 2. How did hashtag activism factor into the 
framing, if at all? 

RQ 3. What aspects of the movement did the media 
make more salient, and what were the political 
consequences? 

6. Method 

6.1. Framing Analysis 

To answer the research questions, this study uses a 
qualitative framing analysis to examine traditional me-
dia articles about #IdleNoMore that appeared in the 
first two months of the movement. Analyzing media 
texts can highlight information that is more or less sali-
ent by placement or repetition—illuminating how in-
fluence of human consciousness is exerted by the 
transfer of information (Entman, 1993). Devices such 
as word choice, metaphors, exemplars, descriptions, 
arguments, and visual images (Gamson & Lasch, 1983) 
help establish media frames. Entman (1993) notes that 
“even a single unillustrated appearance of a notion in 
an obscure part of the text can be highly salient, if it 
comports with the existing schemata in a receiver’s be-
lief systems.” To this end, a technique such as coun-
ting, while helpful, is not a primary driver of the quali-
tative framing analysis (Altheide, 1996). The collapsing 
of media texts and discourses into containers based on 
size or frequency might obscure embedded meanings, 
while a qualitative approach allows for analysis of am-
biguity, historical contingency, and an emphasis on 
meaning making (Reese, 2001, p. 8). Such an approach, 
then, is well-suited to fulfilling a key objective of fra-
ming as posited by Entman (1993): the yielding of data 
that effectively represent the media messages being 
picked up by most audience members.  

7. Media Selection 

Because #IdleNoMore started in Canada and within 
days became a coast-to-coast event in terms of on-the-
ground activity and media coverage, I examined arti-
cles about the movement from two Canadian national 
media outlets—The Globe and Mail newspaper and 
Maclean’s magazine. The Toronto, Ontario-based Glo-
be and Mail is Canada’s top circulated national 
newspaper, with a weekly (six day) readership of 2.5 
million. Maclean’s is Canada’s weekly current affairs 
magazine, with a readership of 2.4 million. Like the 
Globe and Mail, it is based in Toronto.  

8. Sampling and Data Collection 

To collect the media coverage for analysis, I used the 
LexisNexis database and the Maclean’s magazine web-
site archive employing the search terms “#IdleNoMo-

189Media Portrayals of Hashtag Activism: A Framing Analysis of Canada’s #Idlenomore Movement

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



re” as well as “Idle No More” to account for different 
spelling variations of the movement. I examined the 
months of December 2012 and January 2013—the pe-
riod marking the critical first six weeks of #IdleNoMore. 
From December 19 to January 31, the Globe and Mail 
published 33 articles about the movement in its 
newspaper and on its website. During the same ti-
meframe, Maclean’s Magazine published 54 articles 
about the movement in print and online. The articles 
analyzed from the Globe and Mail and Maclean’s were 
published between the start of the movement and du-
ring a number of key events during December 2012 
through the end of January 2013. These included mar-
ches, blockades, a hunger-strike, and high-level mee-
tings involving the federal government.  

In the case of both publications, I removed articles 
where #IdleNoMore was mentioned in passing or was 
not central to the article or report (for example, if in-
cluded as part of a broader story about government 
economic or environmental policies). In order to gauge 
framing by the media institutions themselves, I also 
removed articles provided by wire services (such as the 
Associated Press or Canadian Press). Using these crite-
ria, I was left with a total of 51 news articles. From this 
number, I selected the most information- and text-rich 
articles—12 from the Globe and Mail, 13 from Macle-
an’s—for the analysis.  

9. Coding and Analysis 

To determine how the media framed the movement, I 
read over the articles several times to identify frames 
using Entman’s framing definition. I recorded notes for 
article focus, theme, language use, tone, sources, and 
differences or similarities in the coverage between the 
Globe and Mail and Maclean’s. Catchphrases, terms, 
and metaphors were recorded to identify whether 
their usage was suggestive of a particular frame. Final-
ly, notes and findings were categorized to assess what 
frames were ultimately present. 

10. Results 

Collectively, the articles created frames of this move-
ment representing competing but also coalescing pers-
pectives and agendas. The frames that emerged for 
both publications will be briefly described. The results 
from each media outlet are presented separately to ac-
count for the differences in editorial approaches.  

10.1. Globe and Mail 

10.1.1. Technology/Social Media as Benchmark of a 
Protest Movement 

This frame suggested Twitter and social media were 
positive drivers of the offline movement activities, 

ushering in a new era for social movements in Canada 
and a digital foundation for cross-country and global 
growth. Analysis of hashtag and other social media me-
trics were provided to help assess the progress of the 
movement. The newspaper’s “analysis of the hashtag” 
on January 1, for example, included tweets per day 
from the previous week, mentions by gender, percen-
tage of tweets that were favorable, and a comparison 
of social media mentions between Twitter and Face-
book. Digital communication specialists provided fur-
ther context and commentary. For example, one 
analyst explained that a Twitter-wide slowdown on 
Christmas Day softened #IdleNoMore’s otherwise 
strong Internet foothold during this time period. Des-
cribing the week’s previous data that included 12,000 
mentions on Facebook and 144,000 mentions on Twit-
ter, the publication declared that “Idle No More had 
found a strong foothold on the Internet.” A later report 
compared the number of #IdleNoMore-tagged tweets 
with major offline events happening at the same time. 
The article showed the movement enjoyed 19,858 
tweets on the same day it staged a peaceful demonstra-
tion at the West Edmonton Mall in Alberta; and 23,304 
tweets on a day that saw protests both along the Trans-
Canada Highway in Nova Scotia and along an oilsands 
highway near Fort McMurray, Alberta. As the movement 
neared the end of its second month, however, a social 
media analyst suggested the movement couldn’t keep 
growing at its current pace: “The rate of growth of the 
movement has stalled, there’s no fresh blood.” 

10.1.2. Changing Demographics: Gender and Youth 

This frame suggested that educated women and young 
people are enjoying a newfound voice within Aborigi-
nal communities and in Canadian politics as well. This 
was presented as revolutionary and sometimes at odds 
with the traditional leadership pattern within First Na-
tions bands. “Young, university-educated women” 
were responsible for the majority of messaging for 
#IdleNoMore on Twitter and indeed founded the mo-
vement. A January 25 analysis described the fact that 
the majority of tweets were coming from women as 
“an extremely unusual finding” in light of online politi-
cal discussions of being dominated by males. Women 
are described as being “part of a new political class 
that has emerged as an alternative to the traditional 
First Nations leadership—the chief and band council 
system—which is often described as male dominated.” 
Although Canada’s population is aging, demographics 
in Aboriginal communities skew younger. The median 
age of Aboriginal Canadian was pegged at 27, compa-
red to 40 for non-Aboriginal Canadians. To this end, the 
elevation of demographics as a frame helped highlight 
the changing relationship dynamics between First Na-
tions and the general population but also forecasted 
changes within First Nations communities. The “explo-
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sion of native activism” was attributed to “a very young 
population, rising levels of income and education and a 
community that has suffered decades of injustice.” Not 
all analysts agreed with the notion that young people 
were the driving force of #IdleNoMore, however. At le-
ast one recognized “there is a perception that Idle No 
More is being driven by youth, but that is only because 
they are the ones most adept at using their computers 
to share their anger and organize these types of 
events. But it is supported by First Nations members of 
all ages.” 

10.1.3. Canadian Geography and Constitution  

This frame showed the #IdleNoMore movement within 
the lens of Canadian confederation and unity. The pro-
tests and debates were presented as a truly coast-to-
coast phenomenon that involved communities, busi-
nesses, and other stakeholders across the country and 
that also had implications for, and indeed challenged, 
the nation’s constitution. “Aboriginal leaders want the 
federal government to lead provinces and territories 
toward changes that would provide a share of resource 
revenues to their communities to finance social and 
economic development” reported the Globe on Janua-
ry 17. Federal politicians countered that “Ottawa will 
work with the provinces and industry to ensure abori-
ginal Canadians benefit fully from the looming oppor-
tunities offered by Canada’s resource boom.” Meetings 
and discussions between Canada’s Prime Minister and 
First Nations leaders were highlighted and often en-
couraged. A January 29 article reported that “demons-
trators affiliated with the grassroots movement…rallied 
on the snowy plaza outside Parliament’s Centre Block 
on Monday, the first day politicians returned to Ottawa 
following a Christmas break in which the outcry of first 
nations dominated the news.” While this pan-Canadian 
perspective often homed in on cross-country civil diso-
bedience, it also noted involvement and support of 
everyday Canadians. Still, a January 25 editorial argued 
that “Canadians are not blind to the troubling conditi-
ons on some native reserves, and to the plight of native 
peoples in urban areas, but they do not believe it is en-
tirely the fault of the federal government. They know 
that Ottawa funds first nations to the tune of billions of 
dollars annually and, to a degree, lets those commu-
nities manage the money.” 

10.1.4. #IdleNoMore as a Long-Term Movement in 
Canada 

The Globe and Mail presented numerous instances of 
demands unmet among First Nations peoples in Cana-
da as a precursor and potential justification for further 
growth and spread of the #IdleNoMore movement—as 
opposed to a movement that would run out of energy 
or spirit in the short term. Such long-term implicati-

ons—“a revolution of rising expectations”—served as a 
warning to Canadian politicians and the general public 
that the protests and unrest needed to be taken seri-
ously. “With the rise of the Idle No More movement, a 
different side of native Canada has marched into 
view—determined, not passive; insistent, not patient” 
argued a January 16 editorial. A commentary written 
by a conservative strategist and campaign manager, fo-
cused on the wider implications of the debate sparked 
by Idle No More, argued that the movement’s “indige-
nist ideology” represented “a direct challenge to the 
existence of Canada as a state. Canada is not going to 
last long if it really contains more than 600 sovereign 
Indian bands, now known as first nations, plus the Me-
tis, plus whatever the courts eventually determine non-
status Indians to be.” That #IdleNoMore was unique to 
Canadian politics was highlighted by another report, 
which noted that “IdleNoMore is only going to get bi-
gger…It has seen sustained activity for weeks—it’s 
unusual for any topic in Canadian politics to maintain 
this momentum.” 

10.2. Maclean’s 

10.2.1. Fear of Escalation and Confrontation 

This frame highlighted the polarization between the 
Canadian government, led by Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper, and the country’s First Nations, leading to the 
latter’s “mobilizing across the country” and “anti-
Harper vitriol.” Reaching peaceful resolutions seems 
far-fetched in the face of “radicalism, road blockades 
and hunger strikes.” Such hostility was adjoined by 
descriptions of political ineptitude and public confusion 
to create a picture of inevitable conflict. A January 15 
article reported that Ontario’s police commissioner 
was forced to respond on YouTube to “criticism of 
what some perceive as a failure to end rail blockades 
and other protest disruptions,” this after court injunc-
tions to end First Nations blockades. The head of Onta-
rio’s police force trumpeted “public safety” and “the 
fact that there haven’t been any reports of injuries to 
protesters, police or members of the public at the pro-
tests in the (Ontario) jurisdiction.” Meanwhile, reports 
also described several hundred protesters blocking tra-
ffic to the Ambassador Bridge, which connects Wind-
sor, Ontario to the U.S. city of Detroit; and 60 protes-
ters taking over a parking lot in Niagara Falls, Ontario. 

10.2.2. Jobs and the Economy 

The framing of the movement as primarily an economic 
issue was highlighted by one pundit’s use of the term 
“casinos and pipelines” and regular allusions to the 
country’s energy industry in particular. Canada’s boun-
tiful natural resources and prosperous economy were 
juxtaposed against demands for land or royalties, bloc-
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kades of transportation infrastructure, and “an underu-
tilized labor pool” in First Nations communities. Job 
growth for First Nations was contrasted by private sec-
tor leaders lamenting a loss of jobs for companies im-
pacted by blockades. With the Canadian National 
Railway, the Aamjiwnaang First Nation in Sarnia, Onta-
rio is described as having found “a big and easy target 
in their backyard...leading in and out of one of Cana-
da’s largest industrial complexes, Sarnia’s Chemical 
Valley.” Companies associated with the complex, such 
as Nova Chemicals, slowed production, while the Ca-
nadian Propane Association warned of gas shortages. 
In addition to Sarnia, Maclean’s pointed out rail disrup-
tions in Manitoba, eastern Quebec, and Sault Ste. Ma-
rie, Ontario. Meanwhile, another report warned of 
“blockades and demonstrations against pipelines and 
mining developments in hot spots across the country.” 
While First Nations were seen as a disruption to the 
economy in the short term because of political action, 
they were positioned as a panacea to the country’s 
long term economic goals. A politics and policy com-
mentator for the magazine argued that the way for the 
Prime Minister to “offer new hope to impoverished re-
serves is to link their fortunes to natural resource deve-
lopments. Instead of seeing First Nations’ grievances in 
sweeping historical and constitutional terms…frame 
the problem as an underutilized labor pool that could 
be matched with an expanding economic sector.” 

10.2.3. Colonial History 

The notion of British monarchy intervening in negotia-
tions between Canada’s government and First Nations 
as a frame invoked the classic symbolism from Canada’s 
colonial past: Buckingham Palace, The Queen’s repre-
sentative in Canada (the Governor-General), and Queen 
Elizabeth II herself. This highlighted not only historic 
grievances between First Nations and the British Empire 
before the establishment of Canada, as well as the con-
tinued importance of centuries-old treaties, but also po-
tential cracks within Canada’s current constitution, 
which potentially validate the involvement of another 
country such as the United Kingdom. Such history also 
reinforced longstanding First Nations grievances. The 
magazine described Aboriginal leaders at a hunger strike 
as having “lashed out at the media and a long Canadian 
history of disrespect towards First Nations people.” One 
Maclean’s commentator noted that First Nations’ “pre-
ferred solutions—a fundamental rethink of Canada’s 
treaty obligations, a royal commission, an intervention 
from the Queen—are not on offer.” This assertion was 
backed by another report that many First Nations lea-
ders wanted to boycott talks with the Prime Minister 
since he would not agree to include Canada’s Governor-
General (the Queen’s representative) in discussions. A 
reminder of Britain’s role in the saga came in mid-
January, as the magazine described “100 peaceful pro-

testers gathered outside the British Consulate…to re-
mind the government to honor the treaties signed 
between the Crown and Canada’s Indian nations.” 

10.2.4. Cause Celebre 

The cause celebre frame showed how the #IdleNoMore 
movement had extended beyond the traditional fo-
rums of public debate to venues where politics and pu-
blic policy—particularly around Aboriginal affairs—are 
traditionally not paramount, and where there is inte-
rest by the general public at a more casual level. A hu-
morist conveyed frustration with the inconvenience of 
blockades, while one pundit described how “shopping-
mall drum circles” disrupted the Prime Minister’s 
agenda. Another noted friendly visits by a Hollywood 
celebrity to one of the protest sites. Meanwhile, com-
mentators took umbrage with Attawapiskat Chief The-
resa Spence’s well-publicized hunger strike, with one 
arguing that a diet of fish broth, tea, and vitamins was 
hardly a hunger strike at all. A humorist with the publi-
cation chimed in that “fish broth is food! Although, if 
we’re debating the calorie count of fish water, we have 
perhaps strayed some distance from the larger point.” 
While all of this had the effect of packaging the move-
ment as tabloid fare, it importantly established acces-
sible entry points to the issue for readers normally 
averse to coverage of weighty political, economic, or 
social matters.  

11. Discussion 

The Globe and Mail, as a newspaper of record in Cana-
da, provided frames that contributed to a better un-
derstanding of the social and technological forces that 
gave rise to the movement. At the same time, the 
newspaper lived up to its coast-to-coast mandate with 
a treatment of the movement as a truly national phe-
nomenon—including its implications and challenges to 
the country’s existing constitution. By providing updated 
social media metrics of the movement through the first 
several weeks of the movement, the Globe helped vali-
date social media as legitimate grounds for advocacy 
and debate. The regular representations of the move-
ment in locales across the country, as well as hi-
ghlighting the importance of educated women and 
young people to the movement, helped position First 
Nations as an integral aspect of Canadian Confederation 
in the years to come. This is accentuated by the frame 
depicting this movement as a longer-term phenomenon, 
hardly the flash-in-pan movement that some protests or 
movements are labeled as by media pundits.  

Maclean’s, as a current events magazine, provided 
news and commentary of the movement that was mo-
re provocative and showed greater polarity—at various 
levels between protesters, government, industry, and 
the general public. Part of this can be attributed to 
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Maclean’s existence as a current affairs weekly maga-
zine and its greater usage of opinion articles and even 
humor-driven commentary. By invoking the British 
monarchy and First Nations historic treaties with Bri-
tish settlers, it provided entertaining symbolism of Bu-
ckingham Palace and the Queen, while raising impor-
tant issues about historic grievances dating back 
centuries that have yet to be rectified. More irreverent 
coverage of the movement—including humor, celebrity 
mentions, and references to protests in superficial con-
texts—is more polarizing but also increased accessibi-
lity to casual readers. A future study might examine 
whether this “cause celebre” frame actually helped in-
crease total media coverage of the movement. It may 
have also helped balance a darker and more serious 
frame invoking fear—fear of blockades, violence, and 
further escalation of the movement. The economic 
frame, importantly, recognized the financial stakes of 
this movement but also the longer-term jobs and busi-
ness implications—for the government, for the general 
public, and specifically for First Nations. Notably, refe-
rences to natural resources extraction and Canada’s 
unmet labor demands that Aboriginal peoples might 
eventually fill helped place First Nations in the context 
of the future economic prosperity of the country.  

Both publications developed frames that played off 
their mandates and leveraged their respective media 
strengths. As a Canadian daily newspaper, the Globe 
and Mail’s holistic framing was more sober in its 
approach, taking care to address #IdleNoMore in the 
context of federalist politics and the modern Canadian 
state. That it focused on social media communication, 
transformed Aboriginal demographics, and inevitable 
growth of the movement speaks to its role in mediating 
a daily discourse across the country’s regions and po-
pulations. Maclean’s, as a weekly magazine, conside-
red the movement in a broader and sometimes more 
controversial approach, with editorial content that 
strived to be predictive, provocative, and even amus-
ing. It did not provide the #IdleNoMore hashtag acti-
vism with the same legitimacy afforded by the Globe 
and Mail. Rather, the online origins of the movement 
were either treated by Maclean’s as background noise 
or a kind of “slacktivism” that precluded the rise of the 
aforementioned “shopping mall drum circles” and ce-
lebrity supporters. While critics of such an approach 
would argue that it serves to distract audiences and 
sensationalize the bigger picture, some of Maclean’s 
frames had the effect of moving peripheral but ultima-
tely relevant issues—such as First Nations’ relati-
onships with monarchy or with mainstream Canada—
to the political fore. Even Maclean’s biting commenta-
ries—which disparaged some of the tactics of the pro-
testers—saved some of their harshest words for the 
Canadian government’s treatment of First Nations and 
the “atrocious living conditions” on reserves. At the 
same time, neither the social media origins and metrics 

of the movement, nor the transforming demographics, 
received the same kind of attention in Maclean’s as 
they did in the Globe and Mail.  

The emergent frames from both publications en-
sured that the #IdleNoMore movement would have 
immediate and longer-term political consequences in 
Canada. By invoking history, economy, and Canadian 
nationhood, the publications ensured that non-
Aboriginal Canadians would be aware of the scale of 
this movement and the depth of its support. This was 
reinforced by the Globe’s social media metrics, which 
regularly showed large numbers of tweets, retweets, 
and other forms of digital network support. Maclean’s 
“cause celebre” frame went so far as to bring aware-
ness of #IdleNoMore to those who are normally averse 
to political or business news in favor of lighter enter-
tainment fare.  

The media framing of the movement echoes Ent-
man’s assertion that media interventions help to set 
boundaries for public policy debates. In the case of 
#IdleNoMore, certain themes—such as demographics, 
economy, and the role of social media—were made 
more salient, underscoring the high stakes of the mo-
vement for the future of Canada and its First Nations 
communities. Other frames projected, while also a re-
sult of selection and salience, served to reinforce skep-
ticisms of social media activism as mere “slacktivism,” 
or to even serve as comic fodder. Ironically, Maclean’s 
stories connecting the movement to British monarchy 
provided one of the few mainstream venues for articu-
lating a post-colonialism in Canada that is marked by 
social inequality and historic grievances. A frame featu-
ring celebrity drop-ins and shopping mall activism may 
have brought perceptions of the movement closer to 
the “slacktivism” envisioned by critics, but it also pro-
vided a connection to the movement for otherwise di-
sengaged or apolitical Canadians. To these ends, media 
frames emanating from hashtag activism not only set 
new boundaries for public policy debates, but also re-
configured the composition of media audiences of First 
Nations activism, and the histories through which Ca-
nada’s Indigenous communities are understood.  

This study ultimately focused on one case, #Idle-
NoMore, and therefore does not yield generalizable re-
sults. It does provide a specific example of how por-
trayals of social movements—particularly those with 
fast-moving events fueled by social media—are suscep-
tible to different kinds of framing. While these frames 
often serve the purpose of a media outlet’s mandate—
to report, to mediate, to debate, to entertain, or to ta-
ke a political or economic position—they can also leve-
rage the efforts of activists by providing history and 
context while widening perspectives.  
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Abstract 
Gerbner and Gross’s cultivation theory predicts that prolonged exposure to TV violence creates fear of crime, 
symptomatic of a mean world syndrome. We tested the theory’s prediction in a time series model with annual changes 
in violence portrayal on popular US TV shows from 1972 to 2010 as a predictor of changes in public perceptions of local 
crime rates and fear of crime. We found that contrary to the prediction that TV violence would affect perceptions of 
crime rates, TV violence directly predicted fear of crime holding constant national crime rates and perceptions of crime 
rates. National crime rates predicted fear of crime but only as mediated by perceptions of local crime rates. The 
findings support an interpretation of cultivation theory that TV drama transports viewers into a fictive world that 
creates fear of crime but without changing perceptions of a mean world. 
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1. Introduction 

“Fearful people are more dependent, more easily 
manipulated and controlled, more susceptible to 
deceptively simple, strong, tough measures and 
hard-line postures—both political and religious. 
They may accept and even welcome repression if it 
promises to relieve their insecurities. That is the 
deeper problem of violence-laden television.”  

George Gerbner, Ph.D, testimony before a U.S. 
House of Representatives Sub Committee, October 
21, 1981 (Gerbner, 1981a, p. 7). 

Cultivaton theory, developed by Gerbner and Gross 

(1976) and colleagues (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, Signor-
ielli, & Shanahan, 2002), is among the three most cited 
theories in communication research (Bryant & Miron, 
2004). Gerbner et al. argued that television (TV), as the 
dominant cultural medium, cultivated a social reality 
that was often at odds with objective reality. They 
were particularly interested in the effects of violent TV 
content, which they predicted would create fear of 
others in audiences. Indeed, “[F]ear—that historic 
instrument of social control—may be an even more 
critical residue of a show of violence than aggression” 
(Gerbner & Gross, 1976, p. 178). Gerbner et al. 
supported this contention with their pioneering 
Cultural Indicators Project’s (CIP), which content 
analyzed TV programming and found extensive violent 
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content (Morgan, Shanahan, & Signorielli, 2008). They 
proposed that long-term heavy exposure to such TV 
content would gradually cultivate unrealistic fear and 
heightened mistrust of others.  

Analysis of national surveys revealed that heavy TV 
viewers overestimated the prevalence of violence and 
the presence of police (Gerbner, Gross, Signorielli, 
Morgan, & Jackson‐Beeck, 1979). When heavy viewers 
were asked whether they would be ‘afraid to walk 
alone at night in their neighborhood,’ they were more 
likely to answer yes than light viewers. Gerbner and 
colleagues named this phenomenon the ‘mean world 
syndrome,’ which consisted of viewing the world as a 
dangerous and violent place, where people ‘just looked 
out for themselves,’ and ‘could not be trusted’ (Gerb‐
ner, Gross, Morgan, Signorielli, 1980). 

Despite its influence on media research, cultivation 
theory met with considerable criticism. For example, 
Doob and Macdonald (1979) challenged it with the 
finding that heavy TV viewing by survey respondents 
no longer predicted fear of their environment after 
controlling for the amount of crime in their Toronto, 
Canada neighborhoods. Further criticism of cultivation 
theory came from Hughes (1980) and Hirsch (1980, 
1981), who reanalyzed the surveys analyzed by Gerbner 
and colleagues and found that cultivation effects were 
no longer present after demographic controls were 
added. They argued instead that evidence of cultivation 
could be explained by patterns of TV viewing by various 
demographic groups (e.g., those of low income or low 
education) that were also more likely to mistrust others. 

Gerbner and colleagues responded to these 
criticisms (Gerbner, 1981b; Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & 
Signorielli, 1981) by emphasizing the concepts of 
resonance and mainstreaming to correct for the effects 
of potential demographic differences (Gerbner, Gross, 
Morgan, & Signorielli, 1980). However, the field continued 
to identify limitations in the cultivation approach. 
Whereas the theory initially proposed that cultivation 
effects were attributable to the entire body of TV 
content, subsequent research suggested that it might 
only apply to specific types of programming. For example, 
in a survey of Florida adults, Chiricos, Eschholz, and 
Gertz (1997) found that watching TV news and listening 
to radio news predicted fear of crime. Romer, Jamieson 
and Aday (2003) found that fear of crime was 
cultivated by local and national TV news reporting 
rather than overall TV viewing. In addition, Dowler 
(2003) analyzed a 1995 national sample of adults and 
found a weak relation between watching crime shows 
and fear of crime but no prediction for the amount of TV 
hours watched per week. Thus, it became clearer that the 
type of programming watched could be an important 
factor predicting cultivation effects (Romer et al, 2014). 

Despite the critiques, a 1997 meta-analysis by Morgan 
(1996) of a comprehensive published bibliography of 
cultivation studies since 1976 found a small but significant 

overall cultivation effect, r = 0.091. Nevertheless, 
nearly all of the research included in the analysis was 
cross-sectional. Therefore it remains an open question 
whether the effects of TV viewing on fear of crime are 
attributable to TV content or are the result of 
confounds from subsets of the population more 
inclined to watch shows that feature crime (e.g., police 
dramas or local news) and more likely to be fearful 
apart from TV exposure. 

Previous research has also not tested a striking feature 
of cultivation theory, that heavy viewing of fictional TV 
programming can change perceptions of the world, so 
that those perceptions become more consistent with 
fictional TV than with the reality that viewers confront on 
a daily basis in their lives. It is not difficult to imagine that 
news programming might influence viewers’ perceptions 
of crime rates (Lowry, Nio, & Leitner, 2003; Romer, Ja-
mieson, & Aday, 2003) but such a prediction regarding 
fictional TV is more controversial.  

The present research was designed to help evaluate 
the theory’s prediction regarding fictional TV pro‐
gramming. Rather than studying a cross-section of the 
population, our study examined changes over time in 
national exposure to violent TV content sampled from 
the Coding of Health and Media Project (CHAMP, see 
www.YouthMediaRisk.org). This project conducted a 
content analysis of TV programming from 1950 to the 
present that focused on one type of programming that 
should produce cultivation effects on fear of crime, 
namely popular prime-time dramas featuring stories 
with police, legal, medical, and western themes. By 
examining annual deviations from trend in violent TV 
content, this time series analysis (Diebold, 2007) can 
evaluate the relationship between the public’s 
perceptions of crime prevalence and its fears of crime 
as reported in Gallup’s national opinion surveys. This 
eliminates the problem of confounds due to demographic 
and viewing pattern differences because these 
characteristics would not be expected to change from 
year to year. In addition, annual changes in violent TV 
content can be distinguished from changes in police 
reports of violent crime, thereby providing a relatively 
clean prediction of the effects of TV fictional content 
on the public’s reported fear.  

We also tested a model that could determine 
whether the relationship between fictional TV violence 
and fear of crime was mediated by changes in perceptions 
of real-world crime prevalence, as cultivation theory 
would predict. According to cultivation theory, fictional 
TV creates an impression of a mean world that should 
mediate the experience of fear. However, an alternative 
explanation suggests that violent programs, by 
dramatizing the effects of violence, can influence fear 
without affecting perceptions of real-world crime.  

Suspending disbelief in dramas is a powerful 
mechanism that allows viewers to identify with the 
characters and experience their emotions vicariously, 
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in a sense “transporting” them into the world of the 
drama (Green & Dill, 2013). For example, in an early 
study of the effects of transportation in TV ads, 
Deighton, Romer and McQueen (1989) found that TV 
ads classified as dramas, rather than persuasive 
arguments, were processed emotionally more than 
cognitively and persuaded consumers by engaging 
them empathically. Dramas were just as successful in 
persuading consumers as factual appeals, but the 
mechanism was different, relying instead on the 
audience’s ability to place (i.e., “transport”) itself into 
the actors’ world and experience the actor’s use of the 
product. Similarly, this process could explain an 
emotional fear reaction in an audience viewing violent 
TV dramas. In other words, drama can transport the 
audience without necessarily affecting perceptions of 
the prevalance of crime in their daily environment.  

Repeated TV show exposure can also encourage par-
asocial relations between the audience and the show’s 
characters (Schiappa, Allen, & Gregg, 2007), an effect 
that can heighten the empathic experience elicited by 
identification with TV characters. Green & Brock built 
transportation theory on these mechanisms, which can 
explain audiences’ affect-based involvement with fic-
tional characters (Green & Dill, 2013). Oatley (1999) also 
argued that identification and sympathy with the pro-
tagonists goals or the re-experience of emotions trig-
gered by the drama could enhance the impact of fiction-
al depictions. Thus, we proposed that transportation 
mechanisms may explain changes over time in the culti-
vation of fear of crime predicted by violence in fictional 
TV dramas and could do so apart from changes in per-
ceptions of real world crime prevalence. 

2. Research Questions 

Given our ability to evaluate changes in violent TV 
content over time, we posed two research questions:  

RQ1: Do changes in this programming from year to 
year correlate with corresponding changes in 
national levels of fear of crime apart from official 
national crime rates? and 
RQ2: if the violence rate in TV programming 
correlates with fear, is this relation mediated by 
changes in perceptions of real world crime rates or 
by other processes, such as by transporting 
audiences into experiencing fear apart from levels 
of violence reflected in those rates?  

3. Method 

3.1. TV Sample Selection 

For the purposes of this study, we used the Coding of 
Health and Media Project (CHAMP) content analysis of 
the top 30 prime-time drama network television epi-

sodes from 1972 to 2010 that were available for pur-
chase as identified by Brooks and Marsh (Brooks & 
Marsh, 2009) and Nielsen’s website http://www. 
nielsen.com/us/en.html. We began the study series in 
1972 because it was the year when national survey da-
ta regarding crime issues became more regular on an 
annual basis. Sampled TV shows across the decades in-
cluded crime, detective, and medical genres, such as 
Kojak and Hawaii Five-O from the 1970’s, Hill Street 
Blues and Trapper John M.D. from the 1980’s, Law and 
Order and ER from the 1990’s, and CSI: Crime Scene In-
vestigation and House M.D. from 2000–2010. The 
shows we sampled remained popular over time, mak-
ing it likely that we could capture the same audiences 
from year to year. For a list of sampled TV shows by 
year, see www.YouthMediaRisk.org. Because TV sea-
sons cover two calendar years, the study examined TV 
episodes that ran in the spring and fall of the same 
year so that they could be compared with annual 
measures of fear of crime, perceptions of violent crime 
prevalence, and FBI reports of crime.  

When available, every other episode was coded per 
season, or if fewer than six episodes were available for 
purchase, all available episodes were coded. We coded 
fall and spring seasons separately to enable a match 
between TV content changes and the most closely cor-
responding Gallup survey from the spring or fall of the 
25 available years of the fear of crime data. The sample 
totaled 475.4 hours of commercial-free programming 
from 1972 to 2010 with a mean of 19.0 hours per year 
(standard deviation = 11.2). The study did not seek I.R.B. 
approval because it did not involve human subjects. 

The dramas in our sample reflected a popular part of 
the prime-time TV landscape based on examination of 
Nielsen household viewership shares, which estimate 
the percentage of TV households tuned to a program 
(Local Media Market Solutions, 2012). Because house-
hold TV penetration is available for every fifth year (Lo-
cal Media Market Solutions, 2012), we calculated shares 
for those years from 1975–2005 as follows: (sum of Niel-
sen shares for TV shows in year) × (% of households with 
TV in the same year). These scores, estimated every 10 
years, show the total household shares annually ex-
posed to the sampled shows. The show values were 43.0 
in 1975, 63.5 in 1985, 58.4 in 1995, and 106.0 in 2005. 
Shares increased since 1975 because in later years more 
shows were available for coding and the proportion of 
households with TV increased. These share totals indi-
cate that sizeable proportions of households were ex-
posed each week to the TV shows during the fall and 
spring seasons (excluding reruns). 

3.2. Coding of TV Violence Sequences 

Twenty undergraduate students were trained to mas-
ter a codebook of rules for the identification of violent 
and other content (see http://youthmediarisk.org for 
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the codebook). Training was based on about 21 hours 
of TV content. Coders were required to exhibit a high 
level of reliability using Krippendorff’s alpha formula 
(Krippendorff, 2012) (Kα > 0.80), which controls for 
chance agreement across coders. The typical coding 
unit was either a 4- or 4.5-minute segment based on di-
viding half-hour episodes without commercials (20 mins) 
into 5 equal segments and dividing hour long episodes 
with no commercials (45 mins) into 10 segments. Hence, 
the coding unit was made as close as possible to the 4-
minute length of half-hour episodes, which were the 
dominant episode length. Because this could produce 
more violent segments for shorter episodes, we con-
verted violence rates to a time-based based metric (i.e., 
instances per commercial free episode hour). 

The definition of violence was adapted from 
previous research (Yokota & Thompson, 2000) as fol-
lows, “Physical acts where the aggressor makes or at‐
tempts to make some physical contact with the inten-
tion of causing injury or death” and “intentional acts 
where the aggressor makes or attempts to make some 
physical contact that has potential to inflict injury or 
harm.” We excluded natural disasters; accidents, ob‐
jects not attributed to a character, and expected physi-
cal acts in sport games that are not intended to seri-
ously injure (tackling, checking, boxing, stunts). The 
violence measure did not differentiate violence that 
may produce more or less fear such as between 
stranger versus family violence or violence committed 
in self defense. We assumed these features would not 
change dramatically from year to year and thus would 
not explain any relations we found with fear of crime.  

Violent acts were counted as “sequences of vio‐
lence” (Bushman, Jamieson, Weitz, & Romer, 2013). A 
sequence of violence was defined as an uninterrupted 
display of a character or a group of characters engaged 
in acts of violence. Violence was coded as uninterrupt-
ed if the character used one weapon or method con-
tinuously, regardless of the number of victims. Vio-
lence counts of 25 or more sequences per 5 minute 
segment were recoded to a value of 25. The sum of 
violent sequences per coding segment was the meas-
ure of violence in a segment. Reliability for identifying 
TV violent sequences was high (Kα = 0.87).  

We coded fall and spring episodes separately so 
that we could match TV violence rates more closely to 
the time of year when the Gallup survey was taken. In 
some of the years (24%), Gallup surveyed fear closer to 
the spring TV schedule. For each time period, we 
calculated the mean of the log transformed violence 
rates across episodes and converted the scores back 
into the actual rate per episode hour. The fall and 
spring violence rates were highly correlated (r = 0.61).  

3.3. Assessment of Fear and Prevalence of Crime 

Survey data collected by the Gallup Poll from 1972 to 

2010 were used to assess national rates of the US pub-
lic’s fear of crime and perceptions of crime prevalence. 
The Gallup Poll is a demographically weighted random-
digit-dialed national telephone survey that asks the fol-
lowing question of respondents ages 18+: “Is there any‐
where near where you live that is, within a mile, where 
you would be afraid to walk alone at night?” (Gallup, 
2010a). The annual percent of yes responses was used 
to measure fear of crime. There were years in which 
the question was not asked, leaving us with 25 time 
points between 1972 and 2010.  

The Gallup survey was used rather than results for 
the same question in the National Opinion Reseach 
Council’s General Social Survey (GSS) because Gallup 
covered a longer time period and was a nationally rep-
resentative telephone sample rather than the GSS, 
which uses in-person home-based interviews that may 
have introduced a sample bias by only including re-
spondents who were not fearful of strangers (i.e., be-
ing interviewed in their homes).  

The perception of crime prevalence was assessed 
using the same Gallup national telephone survey ques-
tion for ages 18+: “Is there more crime in your area 
than there was a year ago, or less?” (Gallup, 2010b). 
The percent that responded ‘more’ was used as the 
measure of perceived prevalence. There were years in 
which the question was not asked, leaving us with 22 
time points between 1972 and 2010 for this item. 

3.4. National Violent Crime Rate  

The annual national violent crime rate was taken from 
the FBI uniform crime reports (Bureau of Justice 
Staistics, 2013), which had data for every year since 
1972. It measures the rate per 100,000 persons of 
violent crimes reported to the police in the U.S. This 
index includes murder, non-negligent manslaughter, 
forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. 

3.5. Data Analysis 

Curve fitting for identifying best fitting trends was 
conducted using SPSS 20.0. The study variables were 
detrended by identifying the best fitting polynomial 
function for non-missing cases as measured by 
adjusted R2

. Residuals from the best fitting polynomial 
function served as the measure of annual deviations 
from trend (Diebold, 2007). These residuals were also 
evaluated graphically to confim stationarity (i.e., that 
the overall level and deviations from the mean of the 
series did not change over time after removing the 
underlying time trend), an important prerequisite for 
analyzing relations between time series (Diebold, 2007). 
The program MPlus version 7.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 
2013) was used to fit a structural equation model 
(SEM) to test the model in Figure 1, including tests of 
mediation (MacKinnon, 2008). Robust standard errors 
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were applied to protect against violations of normality, 
correlated errors, and heteroscedasticity. The program 
only included non-missing cases (N = 25) for reported 
fear, the dependent variable. Missing data for percep-
tion of crime (16%) were handled using full information 
maximum likelihood (FIML) procedures. Model fit was 
good after dropping the nonsignificant path from TV vio-

lence rate to perception of crime using multiple indices 
of global fit and residual diagnostics. The indices includ-
ed a low χ2(1) = 0.029, p = 0.866 and root-mean-square-
error-of-approximation (RMSEA) value = 0.000; high val-
ues of the comparative fit index (CFI) = 1.00 and the 
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 1.14. All tests were two tailed, 
and 95% confidence intervals (CI) are reported. 

 

 

Figure 1. Standardized solution for the structural equation model of predictors of fear of 
crime (all variables detrended). Dashed paths are nonsignificant. 

 

Figure 2. TV violence rate (left) and percentage of population reporting fear of crime (right) 
with best fitting trends and upper (UCI) and lower (LCI) 95% confidence intervals, 1972-
2010. 
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4. Results 

As seen in Figure 2, TV violence exhibited a quadratic 
trend over the study period (adj. R2 = 0.60, p ≤ 0.001) 
dropping rapidly from 1972 to the mid 1990s before 
rising again to 2010. This violence count per episode 
hour declined from 6.5 in 1972 to a minimum of 1.4 in 
1996 and rose again to 3.7 in 2010 (mean = 3.4). Fear 
of crime followed a cubic trend (adj. R2 = 0.75, p ≤ 
0.001) that also declined from a high point in the 
1980’s to rise again in the 2000’s. The variable ranged 
from 42% in 1972 to 30% in 2001 and rose again to 
37% in 2010 (mean = 39.4%). As seen in Table 1, these 
two raw rates were correlated (r = 0.469). It is note-
worthy that the FBI national crime rate was inversely 
related to the TV violence rate (r = -0.483) but positive-
ly related to fear (r = 0.388). The violent crime rate 
ranged from a maximum of 758.2 in 1991 to a mini-
mum of 404.5 in 2010 (mean = 553.4). However, the 
FBI crime rate was unrelated to perceptions of crime 
(r= 0.174), which declined from 51% in 1972 to 26% in 
2001 and rose again to 49% in 2010 (mean = 44.4%). 
Nevertheless, perceptions of crime and reported fear 
of crime were strongly correlated (r= 0.544). 

The detrended time series for TV violence and fear 
are shown in Figure 3. Detrended series for national 
crime rates, perceptions of crime prevalence, and fear 

of crime are in Figure 4. As seen in Table 1, Detrended 
TV violence and fear of crime were not significantly 
correlated at the bivariate level (r = 0.222). However, 
the detrended violent crime rate was associated with 
detrended fear of crime (r = 0.373) and especially with 
perceptions of crime prevalence (r = 0.705) As with the 
raw trends, detrended perceptions of crime prevalence 
were associated with fear of crime (r = 0.640).  

The SEM results in Table 2 show that TV violence 
was correlated with fear after controlling for national 
crime rates. However, this relationship was direct with 
no mediation by crime prevalence perceptions (see 
also Figure 1). In addition, national crime rates were 
related to fear but the relationship was mediated by 
perceptions of crime prevalence. The total effect of 
national crime rates on fear as mediated by perceptions 
of crime prevalence was significant. Total hours of cod-
ed TV programming per year (i.e., the closest matching 
fall or spring TV episodes per year matched in time 
with the closest half year when Gallup surveyed fear) 
did not change the pattern of results when added to 
the SEM analysis. Using the full year of TV violence 
with both the spring and fall seasons rather than the 
season closest to when the Gallup fear survey question 
was taken produced a similar but somewhat less relia-
ble result (p < 0.05). 

Table 1. Pearson correlations (N) for detrended (bottom) and raw (top) study variables, 1972–2010. 

  Fear of Crime TV violence rate Perception of crime FBI crime rate 

Fear of Crime (25) 0.469** (25) 0.544** (21) 0.388* (25) 
TV violence  0.222 (25) (25) 0.183 (21) -0.483** (25) 
Perception of crime 0.640*** (21) -0.186 (21) (22) 0.174 (22) 
FBI Crime rate 0.373* (25) -0.323 (25) 0.705*** (22) (39) 
Note: *p ≤ 0.10, **p ≤ 0.05, ***p ≤ 0.01 

 
Figure 3. Detrended standardized scores for TV violence rate per hour and fear of 
crime, 1972–2010. 
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Figure 4. Detrended standardized scores for the national violent crime rate, 
perceptions of crime, and fear of crime, 1972–2010. 

Table 2. Model parameters and tests for detrended predictors of fear of crime with tests for mediation, 1972–2010. 

Independent variables b 95% CI P value 

 Fear of Crime 
TV violence 0.968 0.510, 1.43 0.000 
Perceived crime rate 0.229 0.089, 0.368 0.001 
National (FBI) crime rate 0.002 -.020, 0.024 0.858 
 Perception of Crime 
National (FBI) crime rate 0.116 0.068, 0.165 0.000 
 Mediation 
Total effect of FBI crime rate on Fear of crime 0.029 0.010, 0.047 0.002 
FBI crime rate  Perceived crime  Fear of crime 0.027 0.004, 0.049 0.020 

 

5. Discussion 

We tested predictions informed by cultivation theory 
that annual changes in violent content of popular U.S. 
TV dramas would predict the American public’s percep‐
tion of local crime rates and its fear of crime and that 
these relations would occur independently of national 
violent crime rates. We tested these predictions using 
a structural equation model in which perceptions of 
crime rates mediated effects of both TV violence and 
national crime rates on fear of crime. We found that 
although national crime rates predicted perceptions of 
local crime rates, TV violence did not. Rather, the re-
sults suggest that TV violence was directly related to 
fear of crime with no significant mediation by percep-
tions of local crime rates. National crime rates also 
predicted fear but only as mediated by perceptions of 
local crime rates.  

Our findings supported an important prediction of 
cultivation theory that the rate of TV drama violence 
predicts reported fear of crime. However, TV drama vi-

olence did not predict audience perceptions of crime 
prevalence. Instead, national crime rates compiled by 
the FBI were related to perceptions of local crime 
rates, and these perceptions mediated the relation be-
tween crime rates and fear. Thus, the results suggest 
that the public’s perceptions of changes in local crime 
rates may be sensitive to changes in police reports of 
crime but not to changes in the amount of violence 
shown in TV dramas.  

The study results are consistent with the prediction 
from transportation theories that TV drama violence 
can influence fear but not necessarily by changing the 
audience’s beliefs about the prevalence of crime in 
their local environments. Therefore, we interpret the 
results as supporting the hypothesis derived from 
transportation theories (Green & Brock, 2000) that TV 
audiences may be transported into a fictive world in 
which the effects of portrayed violence are experi-
enced emotionally by the audience but do not lead to 
changes in the perceived prevalence of crime. Indeed, 
theories of drama suggest that it is often the willing 

202 Media and Mass Communication

_________________________ WORLD TECHNOLOGIES _________________________



 

suspension of disbelief that enables audiences to em-
pathize with characters and thereby to experience 
their emotions (Green & Brock, 2000). And although 
this experience can be quite powerful, these results 
suggest it does not necessarily require changes in per-
ceptions of the prevalence of the dramatized experi-
ence in the real world.  

There is evidence that non-fiction media exposure, 
such as in TV and radio news (Chiricos, Eschholz, & 
Gertz, 1997) and police reality shows (Holbert, Shah, & 
Kwak, 2004), perhaps because they are perceived as 
real, generate fear in the public. For example, Lowry, 
Nio, and Leitner (2003) used agenda setting as the the-
oretical explanation for the finding that national net-
work news predicted crime as the nation’s ‘most im‐
portant problem.’ Consistent with cultivation theory, 
Romer, Jamieson, and Aday (2003) found that local TV 
news in cities with high coverage of crime predicted 
fear of crime and crime perceptions. Holbert, Shah, and 
Kwak (2004) analyzed a two-year national probability 
sample and reported that while viewing crime dramas 
did not predict fear of crime, exposure to television 
news and police reality programs did. They attributed 
this difference to police reality programs being per-
ceived as more real. We find it noteworthy that both 
TV violence and fear of crime have changed in tandem 
over time in recent years even though the actual vio-
lent crime rate has declined over this period (not 
shown) (Gallup, 2010a). Therefore, this pattern sug-
gests that TV dramatic portrayals have increased fears 
of crime despite the decline in the actual violent crime 
rate. We do not have measures of TV news progam-
ming that could tell us whether the reporting of crime 
has declined over this period. However, it is likely that 
TV news trends have captured at least some of the na-
tional violent crime rate trend. In addition, by holding 
constant perceived prevalence of crime, we have con-
trolled some of the potential influence of TV news, 
which would be expected to affect this perception. 

Consistent with Gerbner’s cultivation theory predic‐
tion that TV programming promotes fear and political 
positions that favor control of crime, Rosenberger and 
Callanan (2011) found that hours of TV watched pre-
dicted more severe attitudes toward the treatment of 
criminals. At the same time, it is possible that viewers 
of fictional TV dramas are also more likely to be ex-
posed to TV news or other TV content that carries fear 
arousing messages disseminated by political actors. In-
deed, Beckett (1999) found that politicians often play 
on fear of crime as a way to gain support for punitive 
policies. Although we could not control for these ef-
fects, it is unlikely that these news effects would be 
correlated with annual changes in fictional program-
ming. Furthermore, our controls for changes in percep-
tions of crime suggest that news or other sources are 
channeled through that path rather than through 
changes in fictional TV programming. 

Because we use a time series approach that allows 
us to control for demographics but at the same time 
observe large changes in levels of violent program-
ming, our findings eliminate a common problem with 
cultivation studies, that they rely on cross-sectional re-
lations between TV exposure and audience outcomes. 
In our time series analysis, annual changes in TV con-
tent over time were unlikely to be related to fear of 
crime due to demographic shifts. Thus, the associations 
we observed between changes in TV content and pub-
lic fears of crime are more likely attributable to TV vio-
lent content than to demographic shifts or changes in 
viewing habits in the population. We cannot rule out 
the potential influence of third variables, but the study 
model controlled for national crime rates that were al-
so linked with fear as mediated by perceptions of local 
crime prevalence. Furthermore, the study provides a 
stronger test than many cross-sectional studies that 
have controlled demographic differences. If fear of 
crime is more strongly elicited by TV dramas in certain 
demographic groups, then holding those differences 
constant may also remove the effects of violent TV 
programming on those groups. The present study held 
demographic differences constant while violent pro-
gramming varied. As a result, cultivation effects may 
have been more observable.  

Our national time series findings may help to re-
solve some of the debate surrounding cultivation theo-
ry started by Doob and Macdonald (1979); Hughes 
(1980); and Hirsch (1980, 1981). We have been unable 
to find either a published long term time series analysis 
of fear of crime predicted by TV violence or a media-
tion model of national violent crime rate and the per-
ception of crime prevalence. Thus, this study employs a 
novel method to test predictions from cultivation theo-
ry and finds support for one of its basic proposals. It al-
so suggests a mechanism that can explain its effects 
without relying on the creation of a mean world.  

5.1. Strengths and Limitations 

The study’s strengths reside on its use of a large con-
tent analysis of popular TV programming with 475 
hours of commercial free TV episodes since the early 
1970’s. The surveys conducted by Gallup represent in‐
terviews with over 27,000 persons. Our ability to align 
TV programming with nationally representative survey 
data enabled us to evaluate changes in national expo-
sure to violent TV content after controlling for national 
violent crime rates (Gallup, 2010a). Thus, despite only 
being able to study 25 years of Gallup surveys, the da-
tabase represents a considerable body of survey and 
programming information. 

This study has limitations as well. It did not sample 
TV shows less popular than the Nielsen ranked top 30, 
non-dramatic genres, cable TV, or YouTube. The sample 
was also limited to shows that were available for pur-
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chase. Nevertheless, because these shows were availa-
ble years or decades later, they were likely very popular 
programs when they originally aired. In addition, be-
cause many of the shows remained popular over time, 
the same audiences likely saw them year after year.  

TV violence in this analysis was based on the aver-
age annual rate of TV violent sequence counts per epi-
sode hour and did not differentiate between violence 
that was initiated or received, or was in self-defense or 
not justified. It also did not control for trends in na-
tional and local news reporting of crime that may have 
influenced reports of fear.  

Our analysis assumed that annual changes in TV 
violence were not affected by public fear of crime, 
since it seemed unlikely that changes in population 
fear influenced contemporaneous changes in the 
amount of violent TV programming. Nevertheless, our 
analysis is still dependent on contemporaneous corre-
lations that are not as conclusive for drawing causal 
conclusions as lagged effects that provide evidence of 
temporal precedence. Indeed, only carefully controlled 
experiments with long-term exposure to variation in 
violent TV content could clearly test the causal relation 
between exposure to violent TV drama and fear of 
crime. It is also necessary to note that the ecological 
fallacy warns against generalizing from group to indi-
vidual behavior. There could be segments of the popu-
lation that were not affected by violent TV program-
ming or that responded in other ways. For example, a 
large gap has been found using the survey item regard-
ing fear, with U.S. women much more fearful than men 
(Toch & Maguire, 2014). Finally, we were limited to us-
ing the longest available measure of fear that was 
available for the four decades of the study. Future re-
search should address how audiences respond to fic-
tive TV violence using multiple measures of fear evalu-
ated among different audiences across age, gender, 
education, racial-ethnic identity, and socioeconomic 
status, while controlling for their reported media con-
sumption and political attitudes and behaviors.  

6. Conclusion 

The study result that annual change in TV violence, af-
ter controlling for the violent crime rate and percep-
tions of crime prevalence, was significantly related to 
change in national fear of crime from 1972 to 2010 is 
consistent with Gerbner’s explanation of the central 
tenet of cultivation theory. Indeed, he argued that the 
most important problem resulting from frequent expo-
sure to TV violence is not the direct imitation of vio-
lence by viewers, but the gradual increase in fear and 
mistrust that promotes authoritarian governance. A 
challenge for communication scholarship is to better 
understand cultivation processes in the 21st century’s 
rapidly changing technology-driven multiple media en-
vironments. 
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Abstract 
This study examines the ways in which social media is used to promote intergroup dialogue and reconciliation in the 
context of the protracted, ethnopolitical conflict between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. We focus on content analysis of 
posts and comments on a Facebook page named “Tweeting Arabs” which was established and is administered by Pales-
tinian citizens of Israel. This page states that its’ main goal is to publicize opinions, thoughts and beliefs of Palestinians, 
enabling the moderate voice to be heard and encouraging dialogue between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. The analysis 
is based on a data set containing posts and comments collected from “Tweeting Arabs” since the page was founded in 
November 8th 2014 and until December 4th 2014. This data set contains 85 posts which gained a total of 9657 “likes”, 
and 461 “shares”, as well as 3565 comments and replies to these posts. Our findings reveal that while posts that pre-
sented the narrative of Palestinian suffering were mostly followed by negative comments from Israeli-Jews, posts that 
brought up the Palestinian moderate and peace seeking voice elicited higher Jewish–Israeli acceptance and sympathy. 
The research adds to our understanding of Facebook as a dialogue provoking platform that enables users from different 
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1. Introduction 

Facebook serves as a main arena for public debate for 
Israelis, who are found to spend more time than any 
other nation on Facebook (McHugh, 2011; Mor, Kligler-
Vilenchik, & Maoz, 2015). During the second week of 
April 2015, 61,493 new Facebook friendships were 
formed between Israelis and Palestinians.1 And so, 
while remaining in a protracted ethnopolitical and in-
tractable conflict which is perceived as irresolvable, Is-
raeli-Jews and Palestinians interact on Facebook daily. 

Intractable conflicts, such as the Israeli–Palestinian 
conflict, are a major force shaping the ethos and view-

                                                           
1 Peace.facebook.com 

points of the societies involved (Bar-Tal, 2007, 2013; 
Bar-Tal, Rosen, & Nets-Zehngut, 2009; Kriesberg, 1998; 
Salomon, 2004). Intergroup dialogues are extensively 
used as mechanisms for reducing prejudice and im-
proving relations between Israeli-Jews and Palestini-
ans. However, only limited research attention has been 
dedicated to online dialogues as venues for Israeli–
Palestinian peacebuilding and reconciliation (see Ellis & 
Maoz, 2007; Hasler & Amichai-Hamburger, 2013; Wal-
ther, Hoter, Ganayem, & Shonfeld, 2014). Our study 
examines Facebook as a platform for promoting inter-
group dialogues aimed at cooperation and reconcilia-
tion in the context of this protracted, ethnopolitical 
conflict between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. It is 
based on a qualitative content analysis of posts and 
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comments on a Facebook page named “Tweeting Ar-
abs” which was founded and is administered by several 
Palestinian citizens of Israel. This page states that its 
main goal is to publicize opinions, thoughts and beliefs 
of Palestinians, enabling the moderate voice, seeking 
peace and justice, to be heard, and encouraging dia-
logue between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. In light of 
the frequent use of Facebook in Israel and the sizable 
amount of interactions that are conducted between Is-
raeli-Jews and Palestinians through this platform, this 
study examines mechanisms through which the 
“Tweeting Arabs” Facebook page attempts to promote 
the expression of reconciliatory voices, draws the Jew-
ish–Israeli public into dialogue and attempts to build 
intergroup solidarity and civil understanding between 
Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. 

2. Theoretical Background 

Maoz (2004) defines two main characteristics of the 
sociopolitical context of the conflict between Israeli-
Jews and Palestinians, which are particularly relevant 
to reconciliation-aimed dialogue and peacebuilding ef-
forts between the two sides: 1. Relationships of conflict 
and aggression alongside coexistence and cooperation. 
2. Inequality in which Israeli Jews have greater access 
to resources and influence over the culture, religion 
and language of the State. Thus, like other intergroup 
contact interventions conducted in settings of ethno-
political conflicts, intergroup dialogue between Israeli 
Jews and Palestinians constitute a paradoxical project 
that aims to bring about open communication, equality 
and cooperation between two groups embedded in a 
deep-rooted reality of protracted conflict and asym-
metry (Halabi, Sonnenschein, & Friedman, 2004; Maoz, 
2000a, 2000b, 2004, 2009, 2011; Ron & Maoz, 2013a, 
2013b; Suleiman, 2004a).  

2.1. Intergroup Dialogue between Israeli Jews and 
Palestinians 

Intergroup contact is commonly used as a device for 
grassroots level peacebuilding. Of all the interventions 
that have been designed for the reduction of inter-
group bias and hostility, intergroup contact has seen 
the widest application and has been the one most 
commonly studied (Al Ramiah & Hewstone, 2013; Pet-
tigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2011). The starting point for 
most theoretical reviews of intergroup contact is the 
Contact Hypothesis (Allport, 1954), which assumes that 
intergroup contact is likely to reduce stereotypes under 
the following four conditions: 1. Equal status for the 
groups participating in the contact framework. 2. Con-
tact based on common goals and on the existence of 
intergroup cooperation in order to achieve them. 3. 
Opportunities for personal acquaintance through close 
and long-term contact. 4. Social and institutional sup-

port for the intergroup contact. Other researchers have 
defined additional conditions for successful intergroup 
contact, such as a common language, voluntary partic-
ipation, contact that is pleasant and beneficial, appro-
priate economic conditions, a not overly negative atti-
tude toward the outgroup, etc. (Abu-Nimer, 1999; 
Dixon, Durrheim, & Tredoux, 2005, 2007; Pettigrew, 
1998; Ron, Maoz, & Bekerman, 2010; Stephan & Steph-
an, 2001).  

Most of the empirical studies that have examined 
the effect of intergroup contact on reducing prejudices 
have noted the success of contact that takes place un-
der conditions specified by the original Contact Hy-
pothesis, even in cases where not all of the conditions 
are fully met (Al Ramiah & Hewstone, 2013; Maoz, 
2000a, 2000b; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2011). At the 
same time, there has also been criticism of the limita-
tions of the Contact Hypothesis regarding, among oth-
er things, the ability to sustain the contact effect also in 
situations of escalation of the intergroup conflict; and 
the ability of the contact model to deal effectively with 
interethnic tensions and asymmetric power relation-
ships (Bekerman, 2002, 2009; Dixon et al., 2005, 2007; 
Maoz, 2000a, 2000b, 2011; Ron et al., 2010; Saguy & 
Dovidio, 2013; Suleiman, 2004a, 2004b). 

In view of the limitations of the Contact Hypothesis, 
alternative approaches to intergroup contact have de-
veloped. Maoz (2011) differentiates between four con-
tact models: the Coexistence Model focuses on inter-
personal contact aimed at promoting understanding 
and tolerance and at reducing prejudice, with emphasis 
on what is similar and shared (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 
1998; Stephan & Stephan, 2001). The Joint Projects 
Model is based on the assumption that a shared task 
which is directed toward achieving a common goal that 
is relevant to both sides will bring the sides closer to-
gether and create a shared superordinate identity 
(Campbell, 1965; Nadler, 2004; Sherif, 1966; Sherif, 
Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961). The Confronta-
tional Model emphasizes the conflict and the asym-
metric power relations between the sides, focusing on 
group and national identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 
1986). Finally, the Narrative Model is based on story 
telling (Bar-On, 2006, 2009; Bar-On & Kassem, 2004), 
and on approaches that focus on promoting recogni-
tion and legitimization of the collective narrative of the 
other (Adwan & Bar-On, 2004; Bar-On, 2006, 2009; 
Bar-On & Adwan, 2006; Salomon, 2004).  

2.2. The Narrative Model of Intergroup Dialogue  

The Narrative Model is particularly relevant to this arti-
cle’s attempt to reveal mechanisms through which a 
social media platform promotes the expression of rec-
onciliatory voices of Palestinians and exposes Israeli-
Jews to these voices. The narrative approach to inter-
group contact has begun to develop in the 1990’s and 
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early 2000’s against the background of increased atten-
tion to the centrality of narratives as an organizing fea-
ture of social and cultural life (Bruner, 2008; Hammack, 
2009; Hammack & Pilecki, 2012) and to the importance 
of cognitive and affective intergroup processes such as 
the reduction of intergroup threat and empathizing 
with the suffering of the other (Stephan, 2008, 2014). 
The model is identified with the theoretical approach 
of intergroup reconciliation proposed by Salomon 
(2004), and to a greater extent—with the theory and 
practice offered by the late Israeli psychologist, Dan 
Bar-On (2006, 2008, 2009; Bar-On & Kassem, 2004). 

Salomon (2004) claims that the collective narratives 
of groups in conflict and their implied delegitimization 
of the out-group’s narrative should be the main target 
for change when promoting intergroup reconciliation. 
To this end he proposed an educational process focus-
ing on the exposure, recognition and legitimization of 
the narrative of the other (Salomon, 2004). Bar-On’s 
theoretical approach to encounter and dialogue be-
tween conflicting narratives relies on the assumption 
that in order to reach reconciliation, ethnic or national 
groups in protracted conflict must work through their 
unresolved anger and pain through story-telling. En-
countering the experience and suffering of the other 
through story-telling is seen as enabling conflicting 
groups to create compassion and intergroup trust by 
re-humanizing and constructing a more complex image 
of each other (Bar-On, 2006, 2008, 2009; Maoz & Bar-
On, 2002; Ron & Maoz, 2013a). It is argued that the 
exposure to multiple stories about the lives of others in 
the conflict has the potential to increase one’s under-
standing of the complexities of one’s own group on the 
one hand, and of the other group’s personal and col-
lective trajectories in the conflict on the other (Bar-On 
2006, 2009; Bar-On & Kassem, 2004). 

The narrative approach acknowledges the central 
role played by collective and personal narratives in 
maintaining protracted ethnopolitical conflicts, and 
hence, the need to cope with the deep-rooted narra-
tives of conflict, and to expose each side to the narra-
tive of the other through processes of intergroup dia-
logue. In a study that explores the effects of 
continuous long-term exposure to the contesting nar-
rative of the outgroup in the context of the protracted 
conflict between Israelis and Palestinians, Ron and 
Maoz (2013a) point to the ways in which intergroup di-
alogue encounters enable the Jewish participants to 
better understand the narrative, the sufferings and 
emotions of their Palestinian counterparts, and to un-
dergo a process of moral inclusion of the Palestinian 
other. This leads many of the Jewish participants to 
later take an active role in alternative frameworks of 
action, such as academic research, education for 
peace, and activism in civil society organizations. 

The findings of Ron and Maoz point to the potential 
of intergroup dialogue to help cope with the negative 

role played by narratives in protracted ethnopolitical 
conflicts and to promote peacebuilding and intergroup 
reconciliation (2013a). Amichai-Hamburger and 
Mckenna (2006) point to the benefits of the Internet as 
a protected environment for users and as a medium for 
intergroup communication and contact. The purpose of 
the present study is to examine the ways in which so-
cial media may be used to promote reconciliation-
aimed dialogue in general, and the narrative model of 
intergroup dialogue in particular, in the context of the 
protracted, ethnopolitical conflict between Israeli-Jews 
and Palestinians. 

2.3. Computer Mediated Dialogues in the  
Israeli–Palestinian Conflict  

Due to the intractable conflict between Israeli-Jews 
and Palestinians, and the severity of the violence and 
security issues it involves, face-to-face (FTF) contact 
between representatives of the two groups may be 
hard to arrange. Thus, computer mediated communi-
cation (CMC) may become a highly relevant alternative 
for conducting dialogue between the groups (Ellis & 
Maoz, 2007).  

Both CMC and FTF communication have their ad-
vantages and disadvantages, yet CMC has lately be-
come a highly important platform, paving the way for 
new social and communicative horizons. Online discus-
sions can play an important role in constructing a pub-
lic sphere in which the transformation and remaking of 
attitudes and practices can occur (de-Vries, Simri, & 
Maoz, 2015; Ellis & Maoz, 2007; Hasler & Amichai-
Hamburger, 2013; Maoz & Ellis, 2006; Mor et. al., 2015; 
Walther et al., 2014). Facebook discussions are de-
scribed in several studies as “Eco Chambers”: as inter-
actions that are conducted in homogenous clusters in 
which users interact with other like-minded users (see 
for example John & Dvir, 2015). Ellis and Maoz (2007) 
researched argument patterns in online group discus-
sions between Jewish–Israeli and Palestinian youth. 
Their findings indicate that unlike in FTF intergroup dis-
cussions, Israeli–Jewish and Palestinian participants did 
not develop structured and complex arguments 
through CMC but rather exchanged unelaborated ex-
pressions of disagreement over points of view or over 
the right to have various points-of-view and tended to 
regress to a cycle of dead-end arguments. 

Hasler and Amichai-Hamburger (2013) suggested in 
their review on online intergroup contact that further 
research should explore the extent to which there is a 
relationship between the discussed topics and the gen-
eration of a positive and cooperative intergroup inter-
action. Previous empirical research reveals that online 
interactions focusing on the topics of Jewish and Islam-
ic religious practices or collaborative learning, generat-
ed a positive sphere for dialogue (Mollov, 2006). How-
ever, online interactions focusing on issues related to 
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the asymmetrical, ongoing political and social conflict 
did not decrease the hostility between the groups 
(Hasler & Amichai-Hamburger, 2013; Hoter, Shonfeld, 
& Ganayim, 2009; Walther et al., 2014). Our study con-
tinues this previous research and further explores the 
extent to which the topic of a discussion conducted 
through a Facebook page is associated with the nature 
of the intergroup dialogue that develops between Is-
raeli Jews and Palestinians. 

Facebook presents itself as a platform through 
which unexpected friendships occur. A unique Face-
book feature called ‘World of friends’ displays the 
number of new Facebook friendships formed each 
week between Israelis and Palestinians.2 According to 
these reports, during the second week of April 2015, 
61,493 new Facebook friendships have formed be-
tween Israelis and Palestinians.3 

Given this documented sizable volume of inter-
group Facebook friendships it is important to further 
understand the factors that affect the extent to which 
these interactions, conducted in the context of an in-
tractable protracted conflict, can be constructive and 
cooperative. Our study focuses on a Facebook page 
aimed at encouraging intergroup dialogue, and ex-
plores the ways in which this Facebook platform is 
used to promote reconciliation and peacebuilding be-
tween Israeli-Jews and Palestinians.  

3. Method 

3.1. Research Corpus  

The analysis focuses on a Facebook page founded and 
administrated by Palestinian citizens of Israel in No-
vember 2014, under the name “Tweeting Arabs”. The 
page’s declared mission is to expose Israeli-Jews to 
Palestinian narratives and perspectives by publishing 
personal stories, peace-seeking expressions, mass-
media criticism and more. Consequently, the page aims 
to attract as many Israeli–Jewish followers as possible 
in order to communicate the Palestinian narrative and 
enable an open dialogue. The posts published by the 
page admins are solely in Hebrew, and so are most of 
the discussions following these posts, in which both Is-
raeli-Jews and Palestinians take part. The page is fol-
lowed by approximately 7000 Facebook users4.  

The decision to focus on this particular Facebook 
page was based on an initial mapping of Facebook pag-
es which host dialogue between Israeli-Jews and Pales-
tinians. Except for “Tweeting Arabs”, all the Facebook 

2 Peace.facebook.com 
3 Peace.facebook.com 
4 Retrieved on April 2015 from https://www.facebook.com/ 
pages/%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%99%D7%9D-
%D7%9E%D7%A6%D7%99%D7%99%D7%A6%D7%99%D7%9D/
984026594946799?sk=likes 

pages we explored had 4,000 followers or less. Since 
the page “Tweeting Arabs” was significantly more pop-
ular than the other pages mapped, we chose to focus 
our study on this page. 

We examined posts that were published between 
November 8th 2014 and December 4th of the same 
year, following the 2014 Israel–Gaza conflict (July–
August 2014), and prior to the 2015 elections in Israel. 
Both events increased the tension between Israeli-Jews 
and Palestinians placing intergroup violence and preju-
dice in the center of the public debate in Israel, particu-
larly on Facebook. The analysis is based on 85 posts 
that gained a total of 9657 “likes” and 461 “shares”. 
The 3565 comments and replies that followed these 
posts are analyzed as well. 

3.2. Method of Analysis  

Our analysis is inspired by the Grounded Theory ap-
proach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which emphasizes the 
construction of theories and concepts based on data 
that was gathered in the research process (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). In line with this paradigm (Berg, 2004; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1998) we conducted a horizontal 
reading of the Facebook page posts in order to identify 
relevant main themes. The units of analysis were the 
posts, including attached pictures, articles and texts. 
Several more readings led us to narrow down the 
number of themes identified in the first stage by merg-
ing similar categories and focusing on the ones that 
have been found common, interesting and relevant to 
our work. Finally, posts—together with the comments 
and replies that followed them—were categorized ac-
cording to the themes. The two major themes derived 
from the analysis are presented in the following Find-
ings section.  

4. Findings 

The section below presents two major themes that 
emerge from our analysis of the posts and related 
comments and responses that appeared on the 
“Tweeting Arabs” Facebook page.  

4.1. Posts Presenting the Palestinian Narrative in the 
Conflict and Jewish–Israeli Responses  

According to Ron and Maoz (2013a), exposure to the 
Palestinian narrative in the conflict may undermine Is-
raeli-Jews’ own narrative or even unsettle their identity 
and moral self-conception—resulting in expressions of 
sympathy, guilt and regret towards Palestinians. How-
ever, in our study we find that posts expressing the 
Palestinian perspective on the conflict provoked mostly 
negative comments from Israeli-Jews, including blam-
ing the Palestinians for hypocrisy. A post published by 
the page admins on December 3, 2014, shows a picture 
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of the IDF demolishing a Palestinian building in the 
West Bank, explaining that the demolition was done in 
order to expand an Israeli checkpoint. This post gained 
50 “likes” and was followed by negative comments 
from Israeli-Jews such as the following: 

“Thank God. Any illegal building should be de-
stroyed, especially when it concerns Israeli citizens’ 
security. No one cries over the demolition of hous-
es in Jewish settlements.” 

Moreover, several Israeli-Jews stated that buildings are 
being demolished in Egypt too; suggesting that show-
ing only the damage done by the IDF is hypocritical: 

“Do you understand now why the Jews see the Pal-
estinians and the world as hypocrites??? When you 
only focus on the Jews, it is called hypocrisy and an-
ti-Semitism.” 

Another Israeli–Jew wrote in response to the same post: 

“There are other Arabs too. A very small minority 
that is loyal to the state. But to find them is like 
looking for a needle in a haystack.” 

These comments were followed by additional com-
ments by one Israeli-Jew commenter containing links 
to Israeli–Jewish press coverage of violent incidents 
and terror attack attempts in which Palestinians have 
recently been involved. 

Apparently, the exposure to the Palestinian point of 
view on the conflict and to the suffering of the Pales-
tinians provoked antagonism among Israeli–Jewish 
commenters, and led them to suggest an alternative 
perspective on the described Israeli action (demolish-
ing houses of Palestinians) that puts the blame on Pal-
estinians. A more varied array of Jewish–Israeli re-
sponses was elicited by another post published by the 
Palestinian admins of “Tweeting Arabs” on November 
26, 2014. This post brought a picture of children in Ga-
za walking in the rain to school and gained 227 “likes”. 
The picture portrays young children walking through 
flooded roads due to the lack of infrastructure. The ac-
companying text says:  

“The way from the non-existing home to what used 
to be a school, winter in Gaza” 

The comments to this post vary; some Israeli-Jews 
sympathized with the message, yet blamed the situa-
tion on Hamas and on those who voted for them:  

“Sad picture. Sad life. No hope, no dreams. Let’s 
hope the parents and adults of these sweet chil-
dren will go out to the streets in order to change 
the future for the next generation in Gaza.” 

Another comment by an Israeli–Jew stated:  

“Billions were raised for rebuilding Gaza, where did 
the money go?”  

This comment was followed by a discussion in which 
Palestinians claimed that the money never made its 
way to Gaza. One of these commenters wrote: 

“It’s not only sad my dear, it is shocking and horrify-
ing and inconceivable. I have a family there and 
they’ve sent me a picture that is disappointing, 
troubling. No matter that she’s Palestinian, no mat-
ter what you’ll say, this picture runs shivers through 
your body. A woman, maybe 56 years old, drinking 
water from the road and it’s not only sad, unfortu-
nately, it’s disheartening.” 

In some of the replies to this comment, Israeli-Jews 
showed sympathy: 

“I don’t understand the comments here. Nobody 
mentioned Hamas or Israel, these kids are the vic-
tims of a war!!! Put politics aside and be human for 
a moment” 

However, most Israeli–Jew commenters stated again 
that although the people of Gaza deserve better, they 
should turn against Hamas which is to blame for their 
situation. These commenters made one Palestinian 
commenter very upset:  

“Most of the comments here are inhuman!!! Thus 
I’m not surprised it makes normal people turn radi-
cal….Instead of reconciling you do the opposite and 
turn people away from you….These children aren’t 
to blame for anything except being born there!!! 
And if it was the other way around and these were 
comments made by Palestinians you would curse 
them, calling them barbarians and animals….But 
you can see who is being a barbarian and inhu-
man….And everyone who commented here with 
cruelty is no different than Hamas.”  

The above quotes reveal that Israeli-Jews find it hard to 
accept the narrative of Palestinian pain and suffering 
and tend to respond negatively to Palestinian posts 
that express these themes. While a picture of a build-
ing being demolished by the IDF aroused mostly nega-
tive comments from Israeli-Jews, a picture of suffering 
Palestinian children did bring about some sympathetic 
Israeli–Jewish reactions. Nevertheless in both cases, 
some Israeli–Jew commenters perceived the expres-
sion of Palestinian suffering as an allocation of blame 
on Israel, resulting in defensive reactions. Apparently, 
unlike in previous research on dialogue groups con-
ducted offline, when the dialogue takes place online, in 
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an open platform such as Facebook, the narrative of 
the Palestinian suffering may bring about sympathy 
from the Israeli–Jewish participants but may also cause 
antagonism and result in a clash of narratives and ar-
guments between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. 

4.2. Responses Calling for Peace and Reconciliation: 
Palestinian Posts and Jewish–Israeli Responses  

Another major theme that emerged from our analysis 
of posts and comments concerns a Palestinian attempt 
to display a contradicting message to the one common-
ly presented in the Israeli press: a message that brings 
the Palestinian voice supporting peace and condemn-
ing terror. 

The protracted, ethnopolitical conflict between Is-
raeli-Jews and Palestinians is characterized by inequali-
ty in which Israeli-Jews have greater access to re-
sources (Maoz, 2004). Within this context of 
asymmetric power relations, Wolfsfeld, Avraham and 
Aburaiya (2000) discuss the biased representation of 
Palestinian activism, protests and demands from the Is-
raeli government in Israeli-Hebrew press. According to 
Wolfsfeld and his colleagues, the Israeli mass media 
tends to exaggerate threats of violence posed by pro-
tests, thus, instead of constituting a resource for mi-
nority groups and allowing social mobility, the press 
serves as an agent preventing such change (2000). In-
ternet use may transform these dynamics and allow 
other voices to be heard (Castells, 2013; Loader & Mer-
cea, 2011). The internet makes it easier to access large 
amounts of information from various sources (Hasler & 
Amichai-Hamburger, 2013). Specifically, Facebook 
proudly states that it connects people from all over the 
world even in unexpected places, announcing on new 
friendships that are created weekly through this plat-
form between Israelis and Palestinians.5 During the 
time of our study, there were several incidents in 
which Palestinians attacked or attempted to attack Is-
raelis. These incidents were strongly condemned by 
the Palestinian page admins, as shown in a post they 
published on December 3, 2014, and that gained 110 
“likes”. The post relates to an incident of a Palestinian 
attacker who stabbed two Jewish citizens in a super-
market: 

“As long as we won’t learn how to condemn all 
sorts of violence, including the attempt to attack 
the innocents in order to kill….As long as we won’t 
be able to teach ourselves what is a legitimate 
struggle and what is a low and damned act of sabo-
tage….Until then we will carry on suffering for los-
ing our way and losing our moral compass.” 

Jewish Israeli responses to this post were often very 

5 Peace.facebook.com 

positive. One response stated that incidents in which 
Jewish settlers stabbed Palestinians should be similarly 
condemned, and another stated that the Israeli re-
sponse to the Palestinian stabbing was too violent and 
only contributed to the circle of bloodshed. On the 
other hand, one Israeli–Jewish user claimed that most 
of the “likes” on the post came from profiles of Israeli-
Jews and thus the support for the Palestinian condem-
nation of the violent incident does not represent the 
majority of Palestinian citizens of Israel. Yet, the major-
ity of Israeli-Jews’ responses to this condemnation 
were positive, suggesting that generally, the message 
of Palestinians condemning terror was appealing to Is-
raeli-Jews. For example: 

“What a Facebook page, pleasant to the eyes and 
to the heart….Keep it up! There is no other Face-
book page like yours—full of peace and truth. I wish 
everyone would think the same—then our world 
would look much brighter.” 

In another post that was published by the page admins 
on November 27, and that gained 368 “likes”, a photo 
of an IDF soldier dressing the wound of a Palestinian 
child was followed by the text: 

“The truth isn’t always popular…sometimes the 
truth hides between the lines.” 

The responses to this post varied between positive and 
negative comments from both sides. The positive 
comments reflected appreciation for the soldier and 
his humanitarian act. For example, one Palestinian 
wrote: 

“Every person is partially good and partially bad. His 
being a soldier does not imply that he doesn’t have 
a kind heart. He is just doing his job, nevertheless 
he is a very compassionate person. I really liked it” 

Other comments—such as the one here below that 
was posted by an Israeli–Jew—blamed the press for 
the mutual hatred and emphasized that the people can 
live together in peace: 

“I don’t feel any hatred towards Palestinians. A per-
son is first of all a person and is to be judged ac-
cording to his deeds. Leave the internet, the televi-
sion, the poisoned news and come and make new 
Jewish friends. Maybe together we’ll create a bet-
ter future”  

However, Some Israeli–Jewish and Palestinian users 
claimed that if it wasn’t for the IDF activity in the terri-
tories, the child would never have gotten hurt in the 
first place. One Israeli–Jewish commenter wrote: 
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“It’s only human…he shot a rubber bullet to the 
kid’s head and now he’s dressing his wound be-
cause the army of peace, ‘Betzelem’ (an Israeli 
peace organization, documenting the IDF activity in 
Gaza and the territories, Y.M.), is taking pictures 
nearby” 

Yet, other Israeli-Jews commented that this child will 
grow up to be a terrorist and the soldier should not 
have saved him: 

“He’ll grow up and become a terrorist” 

It appears, thus, that the intergroup dialogue generat-
ed by the posts published on “Tweeting Arabs” enables 
the expression of different and diverse voices and opin-
ions that include sympathy to the other side, criticism 
of one’s own side as well as blaming the other side.  

Another post that was published by the page ad-
mins on December 4, and gained 131 “likes” also elicit-
ed an array of responses that in this case did not in-
clude mutual blaming, but did include blaming the 
leadership on both sides. This post showed a banner 
with the words “The majority chose PEACE”, coupled 
with this text: 

“To violence and racism I refuse, we should recon-
cile and come together, let’s talk about peace and 
coexistence, words connect hearts….Far from con-
tempt, only reasonable thoughts….It isn’t hard to 
do….Eventually we’ll find an answer….You have 
bought us with terror, but how much longer will we 
wait? Whoever dug a hole in the ground, will fall in-
to it himself, me—I’m pure, I’ve praised the peace 
that will come. They said I’m drunk, it only 
strengthens my hope ” 

The above post was followed by positive comments 
from both Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. Some asserted 
that while ending the conflict may not be an easy thing 
to do, it is possible, like this comment from an Israeli–
Jewish user: 

“For a better life in the Middle East, we must have 
peace. And for those who claim that it’s impossi-
ble—peace is made between enemies, not between 
friends.” 

Others blamed the leadership on both sides for not 
wanting peace, like this Palestinian user: 

“There will be no peace as long as the leaders from 
both sides make their profit out of war….Peace can 
come between the peasants maybe, those who live 
side by side….But the war will go on.” 

Interestingly, we find that the posts brought within our 

first theme, and that dealt with Palestinian suffering, 
led to discussions in which Israeli-Jews and Palestinians 
predominantly blamed one another for the situation. 
However, the posts brought within this second 
theme—that dealt with the Palestinian call for peace, 
elicited exchanges that were predominantly positive 
and a dialogue characterized by partnership and hope. 

5. Discussion 

Although intergroup contact and the role it plays in the 
reduction of prejudice and intergroup hostility is com-
monly studied (Al Ramiah & Hewstone, 2013; Brown & 
Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2011; 
Stephan, 2008, 2014), relatively little research atten-
tion has been devoted to the ways in which social me-
dia can be used to promote dialogue and reconciliation 
between conflicting national or ethnic groups (Amichai-
Hamburger & Mckenna, 2006; Ellis & Maoz, 2007; Has-
ler & Amichai-Hamburger, 2013). The current study ex-
amines intergroup dialogue conducted online in the 
context of the protracted, ethnopolitical conflict be-
tween Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. 

Our analysis of major themes, messages and re-
sponses that appeared in the Facebook page “Tweeting 
Arabs” revealed that while posts that presented the 
narrative of Palestinian suffering were mostly followed 
by negative comments from Israeli-Jews, posts that 
brought up the Palestinian moderate and peace seek-
ing voice elicited higher Israeli–Jewish acceptance and 
sympathy. 

More specifically, we found that the exposure to 
the Palestinian pain and suffering led to a predomi-
nantly negative intergroup exchange, characterized by 
mostly defensive Jewish–Israeli comments, suggesting 
that the fault for the suffering is of the Palestinians 
themselves and specifically of Hamas, for whom the 
Palestinian people voted in the governmental elec-
tions. On the other hand, the exposure to a moderate 
and peace seeking Palestinian voice facilitated a posi-
tive dialogue between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians, 
expressing hope, sympathy and acceptance. Here be-
low we discuss these findings in light of relevant previ-
ous literature dealing with face-to-face and online in-
tergroup contact and dialogue, while mostly focusing 
on the context of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.  

5.1. The Narrative Approach to Intergroup Dialogue 
and the Exposure to the Palestinian Perspective 
through a Facebook Page Dialogue  

The narrative approach to intergroup dialogue in set-
tings of protracted ethnopolitical conflict is based on 
the assumption that the exposure to multiple stories 
about the lives, the experiences and the suffering of 
the other in a conflict can enable conflicting groups to 
create intergroup trust and compassion by re-
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humanizing and constructing a more complex image of 
each other (Bar-On, 2006, 2008, 2009; Bar-On & 
Kassem, 2004; Maoz & Bar-On, 2002). In a research 
program that explored the effects of exposure to the 
contesting narrative of the outgroup in the context of 
the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, Ron and Maoz (2013a, 
2013b; Ron et al., 2010) found that continuous in-
volvement in intergroup face-to-face (off-line) dia-
logue-encounters enabled Jewish participants to better 
understand the narrative, the sufferings and emotions 
of their Palestinian counterparts, and to undergo a 
process of moral inclusion of the Palestinian other (Ron 
& Maoz, 2013a). These processes led to ideological 
changes (Ron et al., 2010) and to more complex atti-
tudes toward the resolution of the Israeli–Palestinian 
conflict (Ron & Maoz, 2013b). 

The picture that emerges from our findings regard-
ing the Jewish−Palestinian dialogue conducted online 
through the platform of a Facebook page, is more am-
biguous. In line with previous findings regarding face-
to-face dialogues (Ron & Maoz, 2013b), the exposure 
of Jewish Israeli Facebook-users to moderate, concilia-
tory or self-critical posts written by Palestinians evoked 
positive and sympathetic responses. However, Face-
book posts dealing with Palestinian pain and suffering 
elicited sympathy in some cases but mostly led to de-
fensive and negative Jewish–Israeli responses and to 
discussions in which both groups blamed one another 
for the situation. 

These findings seemingly contradict previous stud-
ies demonstrating the strength of the Narrative Model 
face-to-face dialogues in eliciting intergroup under-
standing and sympathy (Bar-On, 2006, 2008; Ron & 
Maoz, 2013a, 2013b). It should be noted, however, that 
the changes reported in the studies conducted by Ron 
and Maoz, for example, are attributed to the continuous 
and repeated involvement in dialogue-encounters over 
an extended period of time (Ron & Maoz, 2013a, 2013b; 
Ron et al., 2010). It seems that such long-term process of 
exposure to the dialogue interaction and to the narrative 
of the Palestinian other, does not take place in the case 
examined in our present study. 

5.2. Dialogue as Process 

Qualitative studies addressing processes and interac-
tions as they occur in face-to-face intergroup dialogue 
encounters, point to a complex and gradual process 
that takes place in these encounters. Maoz, Bar-On and 
their colleagues reveal the difficulties and challenges 
that are encountered in some of the sensitive dialogue 
processes between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians, and 
characterize these processes as ranging from “good 
enough” successful dialogues, to explosive, destructive 
ones, in which the difficulties are not successfully dealt 
with through the continuous intergroup dialogue 
(Maoz, Bar-On, Bekerman, & Jaber-Massarwa, 2004; 

Maoz, Bar-On & Yikya, 2007). Steinberg and Bar-On 
(2002) describe the gradual process of dialogue and re-
lationship building that occurs in face-to-face encoun-
ters between Israeli-Jews and Palestinians. This process 
typically begins with “Ethnocentric talk” in which the 
participants use argumentation, do not share their 
feelings, and in which the discussion tends to be based 
on simplistic perceptions of self and other; and gradu-
ally moves to “Dialogic moments”, characterized by 
sharing feelings with others, listening and reacting in a 
non-judgmental way and trying to understand the oth-
er’s point of view. The predominantly negative and de-
fensive Israeli–Jewish response to expressions of Pales-
tinian suffering in the conflict can be attributed to the 
lack of long-term process of dialogue and relationship 
building in the studied case of a dialogue conducted 
through the online platform of a Facebook page.  

5.3. Facebook Page as a Platform for Dialogues in the 
Israeli–Palestinian Conflict  

Facebook differs from other platforms for online dia-
logue in several ways. Unlike other online platforms, 
Facebook is a public arena with public-sphere charac-
teristics in which the participants are not anonymous. 
Examining Facebook in Israel is highly important since 
Israelis are the heaviest internet users in the world and 
spend more time on Facebook than any other nation, 
thus rendering Facebook as a main arena for public de-
bate (Karniel & Lavie-Dinur, 2012; McHugh, 2011; Mor 
et. al., 2015). 

Our study explored Israeli-Jews’ reactions to two 
different topics that were discussed in the Facebook 
page posts presenting the Palestinian narrative and 
perspectives in the conflict: Palestinians’ descriptions 
of their suffering in the conflict and Palestinians’ call 
for peace and reconciliation. In line with the findings of 
Mollov (2006) and Hoter et al. (2009), our findings indi-
cate that while exposure to Palestinian’ descriptions of 
their suffering generally generated negative reactions 
from Israeli-Jews, exposure to Palestinians’ call for 
peace generated predominantly positive reactions 
from the Israeli–Jewish commenters and enabled a dia-
logue characterized by partnership and hope. Thus our 
study indicates that when analyzing dead-end online 
intergroup dialogues such as the one documented by 
Ellis and Maoz (2007), it is important to take into ac-
count the nature of the topic discussed, together with 
the features of the online platform. 

These finding are highly significant. In line with pre-
vious studies regarding both face-to-face dialogue as 
well as online dialogue between Israeli-Jews and Pales-
tinians (Hasler & Amichai-Hamburger, 2013; Maoz, 
2000a, 2000b, 2011), our study points to the major role 
the topic of discussion may play in enabling coopera-
tive dialogues between groups in protracted ethnopo-
litical conflicts. 
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Our findings suggest that Facebook can indeed 
serve as a platform that enables intergroup dialogue in 
the context of the intractable conflict between Israelis 
and Palestinians. Facebook is an open arena for discus-
sions, on which participants from different ethnopoliti-
cal groups in a conflicted society can share ideas, opin-
ions and reactions (Mor et. al., 2015) and engage in 
peacebuilding activities. With approximately 7000 fol-
lowers, that include both Israeli-Jews and Palestinians 
that hold diverse opinions and take part in the discus-
sions voluntarily, “Tweeting Arabs”, as well as similar 
Facebook pages and groups, can support and facilitate 
reconciliation aimed dialogue between Israeli-Jews and 
Palestinians. 

5.4. Limitations and Directions for Future Research  

Despite the importance of our findings to the under-
standing of Facebook as a dialogue facilitating platform 
that enables users from different ethnopolitical groups 
in divided and conflicted societies to perform peace-
building actions, this study also has certain limitations. 
First, the research is based on data that were collected 
from one specific Facebook page and during a limited 
period of one month. Further research should examine 
data from several relevant Facebook pages and over an 
extended period of time in order to enable broader 
generalizations regarding the dynamics of peacebuild-
ing through Facebook. Furthermore, although Face-
book does make it easier for Israeli-Jews and Palestini-
ans to communicate, it is important to also keep in 
mind those who are excluded from such dialogue due 
to language difficulties and lack of access to technolo-
gy. Therefore, our findings cannot be automatically 
generalized to the entire Israeli Jewish and Palestinian 
population. It is thus important to also continue explor-
ing alternative and potentially more inclusive platforms 
for intergroup contact aimed at peacebuilding. 

6. Conclusion 

It seems that at least in their current form online dia-
logues that take place on Facebook pages such as 
“Tweeting Arabs” lack the continuity that enables the 
dynamic development and building of intergroup rela-
tionship that characterizes some of the face-to-face di-
alogue encounters conducted offline (Ellis & Maoz, 
2007). Given the potentially non-continuous nature of 
intergroup communication through posts and comments 
published on the platform of a Facebook page, it may be 
worthwhile to consider adjusting the model of dialogue 
implemented online to the features and limitations of 
these types of interactions. The findings of our study in-
dicate that the Coexistence Model of dialogue which fo-
cuses on promoting understanding and tolerance and 
emphasizes intergroup commonalities (Maoz, 2011), 
might be more effective as a model for an online peace-

building dialogues than other, more complex approach-
es to intergroup dialogue such as the Confrontational or 
the Narrative approach (Maoz, 2011). These findings, 
thus, enable us to engage in careful optimism regarding 
the potential for a constructive, peacebuilding inter-
group dialogue through social media platforms in set-
tings of protracted ethnopolitical conflicts.  
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