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Editorial

Tom Häussler, University of Bern, Institute of Communication and Media Studies*
Sébastien Salerno, University of Geneva, Medi@LAB

*Corresponding author: thomas.haeussler@ikmb.unibe.ch

Dear Reader,

This issue of Studies in Communication 
Sciences (SComS) brings you a general sec-
tion, two thematic sections – one on polit-
ical communication and one on storytell-
ing and journalism – as well as news about 
changes in the editorial team. Geographi-
cally, the different contributions in this is-
sue cover China, Denmark, Germany, Italy, 
Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. 
Two studies use a comparative design and 
two focus on different aspects of online 
communication. Taken together, the con-
tributions in this volume are evidence of 
the work and the engagement of a vibrant 
research community, and they also show 
that SComS adds a distinct European voice 
to the communication research communi-
ty, while retaining a cosmopolitan attitude.

The general section opens with Hua 
Pang’s article, which provides a detailed 
breakdown of the uses and gratifications of 
social media platforms in mainland China 
(QQ, WeChat and Weibo). Based on an on-
line questionnaire answered by a sample 
of 258 university students with an average 
age of 23, the analysis shows that respon-
dents make extensive use of social media 
platforms (41% said they visit their social 
media more than nine times per day). The 
analysis also reveals several aspects of 
the gratification users obtain, including 
the need to maintain relationships, and 
amusement purposes. Pang’s study offers 
insights into digital forms of sociability 
tied to social aspects in mainland China.

Daniela Marcantonio’s study on the 
role of gestures in intercultural communi-
cation takes a comparative approach, con-
trasting Italy and Germany, and shows that 
gestures are deeply interwoven into every-
day communication practices and are, as 
such, emblematic of the corresponding 
cultural context. At the same time, peo-

ple who have moved to another cultural 
setting (Italians who live in Germany and 
vice versa) use gestures to underline and 
express specific concepts regardless of the 
surrounding context. Intercultural contact 
thus expands the speakers’ repertoire, and 
while gestures always refer to the cultural 
context, they are not determined by it.

Jörg Räwel examines contact list com-
munication on the Internet employing a 
systems theoretical perspective. From this 
viewpoint, social media platforms such 
as Facebook, business and employment 
services such as LinkedIn, or online dat-
ing websites are designed in such a way 
to reduce the problem of double contin-
gency. In other words, these applications 
facilitate the initiation of communicative 
interaction between users, because they 
reduce the risks involved in taking the first 
step that are characteristic of face-to-face 
communication. But as Räwel points out, 
this comes at a price. Examining the com-
municative interaction on dating websites, 
he shows that these platforms impede the 
stabilisation of interaction patterns as 
they are designed merely to initiate non-
committal contacts.

This issue also includes two themat-
ic sections. The first thematic section in-
cludes four articles that address current 
and important topics in political com-
munication. The digitalisation of politics 
has profound consequences for the polit-
ical process, it offers new communicative 
possibilities to political and civil society 
actors, challenges the role and status of 
journalists and the media as gatekeepers, 
multiplies the complexity of the commu-
nicative environment and reconfigures 
the relationships between citizens and po-
litical institutions. These transformations 
are liable to highlight and accelerate the 
social changes that have led to a declining 
trust of citizens in politics as a means to 

http://www.seismoverlag.ch
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2017.01.005


4	 Häussler & Salerno, Editorial / Studies in Communication Sciences 18.1 (2018), pp. 3–5

effectively process questions of common 
concern, to pose the question of how cit-
izens are able to make informed decisions 
on increasingly intricate issues. Moreover, 
these transformations challenge journal-
ists to redefine their roles against the rap-
idly changing demands of audiences and 
markets. 

Against this background, the four ar-
ticles in this section examine different as-
pects of the political process and they can 
be read as calls to accommodate concep-
tually new forms of political communica-
tion and to re-examine the roles of actors, 
their relationships and the contexts in 
which they are located. 

The first article follows precisely 
this line of thought: Marco Kovic, Adri-
an Rauchfleisch, Marc Sele and Christian 
Caspar argue that the digital transforma-
tion of political processes has led political 
actors to use fake grassroots efforts that 
mimic the online behaviour of regular cit-
izens in order to mobilise for their cause. 
Extending Chadwick’s (2007) analysis of 
digital repertoires and organisational hy-
bridity in the digital age, Kovic et al. show 
how political actors have come to embrace 
digital technologies less for their deliber-
ative potential and more for the pursuit 
of their strategic ends. Because of the 
far-reaching implications of digital astro-
turfing for the political process, not least 
as witnessed during the 2016 US presiden-
tial election and the Brexit referendum, the 
authors also discuss possible countermea-
sures that could be implemented by social 
media platforms and that might be able to 
create more transparency with regard to 
the identities of their users.

The second article asks whether the 
use of legacy media as a means of staying 
informed has a negative (media malaise 
hypothesis) or positive (virtuous circle hy-
pothesis) effect on people’s trust in govern-
ment. Drawing on a series of studies carried 
out in 2016 on a sample of 1 115 German 
respondents, Frank Marcinkowski and 
Christopher Starke endorse the latter hy-
pothesis (Norris, 2000). Furthermore, their 
results show that the more respondents 
use media to access political information, 
the more they trust the national govern-

ment. Marcinkowski and Starke’s article 
helps the reader understand the role leg-
acy media play in citizens’ trust in govern-
ment and how that role functions. It also 
reminds us that politicians can increase or 
lessen citizens’ trust in government by the 
way they behave. 

Laurent Bernhard’s article tackles an-
other important question in political com-
munication: what is the effect of voters’ 
socio-economic status on how well they 
know the topics they are asked to vote on? 
The author assumes that the discriminato-
ry effects of socio-economic status on un-
derstanding disappear when propositions 
of low-issue complexity are at stake. To test 
his hypothesis, the author carried out an 
empirical analysis of panel survey data on 
three votes at the federal level that took 
place in Switzerland between 2006 and 
2008 on the topics of asylum, naturalisa-
tion and corporate tax. The analysis results 
suggest that voters’ level of knowledge of 
the topics is not always dependent on their 
level of education. 

In the final article in this section, Filip 
Dingerkus, Annik Dubied, Guido Keel, Vit-
toria Sacco and Vinzenz Wyss re-examine 
an enduringly popular research subject: 
journalists. Their research demonstrates 
that there is no typical journalist in Swit-
zerland. Based on a study carried out in 
2015 involving 909 respondents, they 
paint a picture of Swiss journalism in the 
context of a media sector undergoing pro-
found changes (see Meier, 2017). Com-
pared to 2008, the year of the previous 
study, the number of journalists has fur-
ther decreased, although it now includes 
more women, and the sector is generally 
marked by a higher level of qualifications. 
The study’s results are particularly striking 
when we compare the journalists’ answers 
to questions on the perception of their 
role in society and on their job satisfac-
tion across the different linguistic regions 
where they work. 

The second thematic section is pre-
sented in the guest editors’ introduction by 
Daniel Perrin and Marta Zampa (pp. 133–
134). It presents four articles that address 
the relationship between journalism and 
storytelling and are authored by Gilles 
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Merminod; Karl Renner; Marta Zampa and 
Daniel Perrin; and Wibke Weber, Martin 
Engebretsen, and Helen Kennedy.

We wrap things up with news about 
changes in the editorial team. We warm-
ly welcome on board Katharina Lobinger 
from the Università della Svizzera Italiana 
(USI), who is taking over from Lorenzo 
Cantoni. She is already fully involved in 
all editorial activities and we are happy to 
have her, as SComS can only profit from 
her enthusiasm, knowledge and profes-
sionalism. 

The last words of this editorial are re-
served for Lorenzo Cantoni, who served 
twice as an editor of the journal, from 2003 
to 2006 and from 2013 to 2018. During this 
time, Lorenzo has played a great part in 
developing SComS into what it is today: in 
his first spell he guided the editorial pro-
cess of SComS, when it was still exclusively 
a journal of USI, up until its merger with 
Medienwissenschaft Schweiz, the journal 
of the Swiss Association of Communica-
tion and Media Researchers at the time. 
In his second spell, up to this year, he was 
instrumental in seeing through the tran-
sition process that has seen SComS be-
come a platinum open access journal. But 
Lorenzo is not only the longest-serving 
editor of SComS, he has also contributed 
several editorials and articles to the jour-
nal. We are grateful for the time he has in-
vested in the journal and our meetings, for 
his expertise, initiative and his dedication 
to help put SComS on a track where it can 
progress and prosper. True to his spirit, 
he remains connected to the journal and 
will be guest-editing a thematic section on 
fashion communication in a future issue. 
It is thus less a goodbye than it is an arrive-
derci, and all that is left for us to say in the 
meantime is “Thank you, Lorenzo!”
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Understanding domestic social media use among Chinese college 
students under the framework of uses and gratifications

Hua Pang, TU Dresden, Institute of Media and Communication
cassieph@163.com

Abstract
Although China has the world’s largest population of social media users, little is known what drives Chinese 
users to adopt the country’s leading media platforms, like QQ, WeChat, and Weibo, and what gratifications 
are satisfied by using these fastest-growing sites. In light of the literature on the uses and gratifications the-
ory, the study explored the essential pattern of computer-mediated communication phenomena and interac-
tion behaviors in Mainland China. In this exploratory study, 258 college students from Chinese universities 
were asked about their uses and gratifications of these social media sites. The factor analysis reveals five 
key dimensions relating to gratifications obtained from social media are identified: relationship maintenance, 
amusement, style, information seeking and sociability. Moreover, a hierarchical OLS regression analysis 
shows that there is a positive relationship between frequency of social media use and the needs of rela-
tionship maintenance and amusement. Furthermore, among the five socio-psychological values, the social 
related factor is revealed to be significantly and positively linked with spending time on the social media. 

Keywords
Social media, uses and gratifications, gratifications sought, gratifications obtained, college students, China

1	 Introduction

Over the past five years, the online phe-
nomenon of social media has become in-
creasingly prevalent in Chinese people’s 
daily life. According to government data 
from the China Internet Network Informa-
tion Center (CNNIC), there were approxi-
mately 659  million Chinese SNS users by 
the end of June 2015 (CNNIC, 2015). Re-
cent research has also shown that almost 
98% of Internet users and 48% of the to-
tal Chinese population have at least one 
social media account (Verot, 2016). Thus 
it can be seen that although the Chinese 
government strongly controls and censors 
Internet activities, many citizens never-
theless extensively use these novel tech-
nologies. The blocking of global networks 
such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube in 
Mainland China has led to the flourishing 
of domestic social media platforms dom-
inated by the top three players consisting 
of QQ, Weibo, and WeChat (Linkfluence, 
2016). Dominating today’s media-cen-
tered lifestyle, these local favourite social 

networking applications are substantially 
transforming the way in which Chinese 
people communicate, share news as well 
as maintain relationships with one anoth-
er (Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 2015; Leung, 
2013; Zhang & Pentina, 2012; Zhong, 2014).

Social networking sites (SNSs) are 
web-based services that offer unprece-
dented opportunities for users to conve-
niently browse, post, and comment on 
diversified content by mutual interests 
(Choi, 2016; Kammerl & Kramer, 2016; Lin, 
Hsu, Chen, & Fang, 2017). Uses and grat-
ifications (U&G) research have begun to 
investigate what the underlying structure 
of motivates, use behavior and psycholog-
ical satisfaction regarding the use of new 
communication tools. Much effort and 
research have adopted this framework to 
determine a broad range of psychological 
motives driving the utilization of different 
online websites, including Youtube, MyS-
pace and Facebook (Malik, Dhir, & Niemi-
nen, 2016; Phua, Jin, & Kim, 2017; Ruehl & 
Ingenhoff, 2015). However, this line of 
studies overemphasizing the gratification 
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sought behind the use of social media, 
neglecting of the investigation of users’ 
gratification obtained practice in the use 
of these emerging new media. Moreover, 
scholarly research addressing psychologi-
cal motivations and use patterns of social 
media have been predominately conduct-
ed in the western countries (Ifinedo, 2016; 
Phua, Jin, & Kim, 2017; Quinn, 2016). 

Unfortunately, to date, little research 
has examined these issues for domestic 
social media platforms in Mainland Chi-
na (Ji, 2017). Furthermore, prior studies 
have showed that research on Chinses so-
cial media motivations and use patterns is 
still in the early stage, currently, the issue 
remains theoretically underdeveloped and 
empirically unexplored (Ji, 2017). Given 
the rapid rise of these local social media 
technologies and their potential use in 
many fields such as political policy, civic 
participation, and business in the Chi-
nese society, the fundamental questions 
warrant research: Why and how people 
actively employ these technologies? Fur-
thermore, are they fulfilled by the satisfy 
the certain social or psychological needs 
through the medium? These intriguing 
questions are extremely important to to-
day’s online media researchers, practi-
tioners as well as policy-makers.

Hence, the objective of the explorato-
ry study is to address the aforementioned 
shortcomings in the past research by ap-
plying the U&G theory to examine the 
gratifications that young people seek and 
the gratifications received from the ongo-
ing use of the top three popular social net-
works – QQ, WeChat, and Weibo in a giv-
en social setting. In line with Rosengren’s 
framework of the U&G approach (Rosen-
gren, 1974), the research not only reports 
on the more personal psychological fac-
tors but also elaborates on the societal 
environment and media use structures. 
According to Rosengren, certain commu-
nication needs, individual differences, 
as well as contextual societal factors can 
combine to result in different perceived 
motivations for media use (Rosengren, 
1974). This also supports the notion that 
the explanatory potential of the proposed 
resaech model needs embracing the ques-

tion of the etiology components of media 
use motivations (Vorderer, Steen, & Chan, 
2006). Thus, this article may not only foster 
a better understanding of domestic social 
media phenomenon and its far-reaching 
implications in the context of China, but 
provide insights into how people incorpo-
rate the three emerging technologies into 
their daily lives.

2	 Understanding social media use in 
Mainland China

Nowadays, China has the largest and 
fast-developing active virtual space in the 
world, with a staggering of more than 500 
million projected users until 2018 (Statista, 
2015). 

QQ, WeChat and Weibo are regarded 
as the leading social networking websites 
in China, now with 850 million, 600 mil-
lion and 287 million active monthly users 
respectively (Linkfluence, 2016). QQ as 
one of the most popular instant messag-
ing platforms, which constitutes the larg-
est online community in Mainland China, 
bundled with different services such as 
online gaming, shopping, microblogging, 
group chatting and social networking 
(Huang, Kim, & Kim, 2013). Weibo is a 
Twitter-like microblogging platform that 
enables individuals to publicly post short 
tweets or messages within 140 characters 
to friends’ webpages immediately, ensur-
ing timely updates of the current activities, 
ideas, and state in real time (Hu, Marchi-
ori, Kalbaska, & Cantoni, 2014; Sullivan, 
2014; Zhang & Pentina, 2012). WeChat is 
a form of mobile messaging app that pro-
vides users with a convenient way to ex-
change text and voice messages, to share 
ideas and location quickly (Gan, 2017).

Social media use has a special rel-
evance for university students, who are 
mostly heavy users of the favorite commu-
nication service (Zhong, 2014). Previous 
studies have also indicated that educat-
ed youth adults especially students feels 
more comfortable with the Internet than 
do the elderly, hence they would prefer 
to be online consumers and users of dif-
ferent channels of social networking sites 
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(Ku, Chu, & Tseng, 2013; Leung, 2013; 
Ragnedda, 2015). More recently, a vast 
volume of literature have shown that the 
student cohort is dedicated, engaged, and 
highly motivated to spend time and ener-
gy in sharing information, listening to mu-
sic, uploading images, building a circle of 
friends and chatting online through spe-
cific social media services (Chen & Chan, 
2017; Pang, 2016; Zhong, 2014).

Moreover, research into social me-
dia usage patterns suggested that most of 
the college students are using MySpace 
and Facebook for an indispensable com-
ponent of their everyday lives for reasons 
such as developing new friendships as 
well as re-connecting with old friends 
(Raacke  & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). Wang, 
Tchernev, and Solloway (2012) found 
similar results, indicating that four main 
motivations for social media use includ-
ed emotional expression, cognition, social 
maintenance, and habitual diversion. In 
a study of 597 respondents, Ku, Chu, and 
Tseng (2013) discovered four general grat-
ifications among the computer-mediated 
communication technologies, consist-
ing of social maintenance, information 
exchange, amusement, and style. Based 
an online survey, Ruehl and Ingenhoff 
(2015) applied a combined perspective 
of uses and gratifications (U&G) and so-
cial cognitive theory (SCT) to assess in-
dividuals’ motives for brand page usage 
on Facebook, indicating that consump-
tion behavior could be drived by activity, 
self-reactive-novel as well as monetary 
incentives. Later, Gan and Wang (2015) re-
vealed that three patterns of gratifications 
were obtained from using both microblog 
and WeChat: content gratification, social 
gratification and hedonic gratification. In 
addition, they found that content grati-
fication plays the most salient role in us-
ing microblog, while social gratification 
is the most important for WeChat usage. 
Although what motivates users to adopt 
social media and how the gratifications 
affect the practices through social media 
are crucial research subjects (Gan & Wang, 
2015; Leung, 2013; Quinn, 2016), prior 
published studies assessing the effects of 
these local social media platforms on in-

dividual’s behaviour in the Chinese society 
is scarce at best (Gan & Wang, 2015). The 
aims of the current investigation are main-
ly to determine the social-psychological 
origins for college students to use these 
domestic social media, and to identify the 
gratifications they obtained from the me-
dia usage.

3	 Uses and gratifications theory

U&G, is one of the most established theo-
ries to explain the questions of “how” and 
“why” individuals actively choose specif-
ic media to gratify a variety of needs. As 
Katz suggested that U&G theory is a use-
ful approach in media research to under-
stand the social and psychological origins 
of motives that affect people’s purposely 
choose particular types of media (Katz, 
1959). The key assumptions of the theory 
are on what individual do with the com-
munication media instead of the influence 
of the specific media on the individual. It 
asserts that varied media compete for au-
diences’ attention, and that users play an 
active role in selecting the medium that 
satisfies their distinctive types of needs, 
such as seeking out information, keeping 
emotional bonds, as well as chasing sta-
tus (Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther, 2016). A 
considerable amount of the prior research 
on U&G has paid attention to television 
(Nabi, Stitt, Halford, & Finnerty, 2006), 
newspaper (Lin, Salwen, & Abdulla, 2005) 
and other patterns of conventional media 
(Albarran et  al., 2007). With the dynamic 
growth and popularization of new media 
technique, a large number of important 
studies from the U&G perspective have ap-
peared recently (Choi, 2016; Gan & Wang, 
2015; Jers, 2014; Verot, 2016). This theory is 
especially well-suited to unpacking social 
media platforms, which offer the potential 
for both mass and interpersonal commu-
nication (Lin, Hsu, Chen, & Fang, 2017).

This study provides an empirical foun-
dation for understanding what promptes 
social-network site users to adopt the new 
media platforms and what types of psy-
chological needs these are offering. As Ha 
and James pointed that an essential dis-
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tinguishing nature of emerging media is 
interactivity, which enables users to offer 
information response to a source or com-
munication from other users (Ha & James, 
1998). Similarly, Ruggiero identifies that 
concepts to be considered in the new me-
dia age, such as activity and interactivity, 
the essence and the characteristic of the 
online audience and asynchronies need 
to be reviewed (Ruggiero, 2000). As far as 
the nature of online communication is 
concerned, the differences become blur 
between consumer and producer, which 
has led to the use of the concept “pro-
sumer” to explain users who are simul-
taneously involved in both production 
and consumption of content (Ku, Chu, & 
Tseng, 2013; Ritzer, 2010). This allows us-
ers control the message and its utilizaion, 
making it significant to measure the re-
ceived gratifications through the media in 
the computer-mediated communication 
environment (Choi, 2016). As such, the in-
ternet and more specifically social media 
constitute newer media forms and new 
spread way, with their own defining char-
acteristics in different countries, which 
are ripe for examination with the theoretic 
support of U&G theory.

3.1	 Gratifications sought on social  
media use

In recent years, the theory of U&G has 
been reformulated to stress comparisons 
between the gratifications sought from a 
particular medium with gratifications ob-
tained. Gratifications obtained refers to 
those different patterns of motives that in-
dividual’s actual experience with the par-
ticular medium. However, gratifications 
sought means those particular gratifica-
tions that individual initially hope to get 
from a particular media before they have 
adopted the technology (Malik, Dhir, & 
Nieminen, 2016). Palmgreen, Wenner, and 
Rayburn (1980) argued that while individ-
uals purposely use media to meet certain 
types of needs, their needs are not always 
satisfied. Consumers tend to seek from 
using a special media that can offer the 
general and specific gratifications when 
a medium cannot fulfil their sought-after 
gratifications. This implies that Gratifica-

tion obtained might predict the degree of 
users’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction that 
their experience from using a certain me-
dium (Palmgreen, Wenner, & Rayburn, 
1980). Therefore, it’s important to also re-
alize the gap between those two different 
dimensions of gratifications so that re-
searchers have a clear idea of the analysis 
of how different consumers use various 
media applications in their daily life.

Considering social media is a novel 
social phenomenon in Mainland Chi-
na, there is a distinct lack of empirical 
research in the gratifications or benefits 
of starting using the peculiar medium 
(Leung, 2013; Zhong, 2014). Meanwhile, 
only a few documents examined both 
gratifications obtained and motivations 
for using social media (Gan & Wang, 2015; 
Pang, 2016; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). 
An examination of the motivations for 
using social media is necessary due to it 
would shed light into what factors impact 
widely adoption (Lin et al., 2017; Xiong & 
Lv, 2013). Thus, this study proposes: what 
types of gratifications do individuals ex-
pect to get from a medium before using it? 
Are there one or multiple factors that drive 
them to embrace  with such new media 
and tools? Thus, to address this import-
ant void in the literature, the first research 
question is proposed in the following:

›› RQ1: How does the U&G framework ex-
plain college students’ local social me-
dia (especially QQ, WeChat and Weibo) 
adoption in Mainland China? 

3.2	 Gratifications obtained from social 
media use

Instead of only paying attention to the 
gratifications that people expect to receive 
from social media, this research applies 
the theory of uses and gratifications (U&G) 
to comprehend the dimensions of gratifi-
cations that are obtained from their adop-
tion of the services. As early as 1974, Blum-
ler and Katz suggested that the majority 
of studies pay attention on gratifications 
obtained due to it helps us to understand 
what drives continued adoption of the me-
dia technologies (Blumler & Katz, 1974). 
Numerous researchers have adopted U&G 
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framework to unpack the motivations 
for using of diversified social media plat-
forms. Regarding IM usage, for instance, 
five gratifications sought are discovered, 
such as amusement, connection mainte-
nance, freer expression, social interaction 
(Lo & Leung, 2009). In terms of microblog 
adoption, Zhang and Pentina revealed that 
Chinese people seek several primary needs 
such as career development, feelings vent, 
information, citizenship behavior, social 
bonding, visibility, self-expression as well 
as keeping interaction (Zhang & Pentina, 
2012).

For using WeChat, Lien and Cao found 
individuals who have greater needs for 
recreation, information, and sociality are 
more willing to use WeChat. Furthermore, 
these three factors positively impact users’ 
attitudes and trust (Lien & Cao, 2014). Sim-
ilarly, Li, Wang, Lu, Wang, and Zhu (2016) 
also revealed, for Chinese college WeChat 
users to use WeChat is mainly used to 
communicate and maintain the relation-
ship between friends. Although these 
studies provided the preliminary explana-
tion of the various and complex nature of 
gratifications that individuals obtain from 
using SNSs, only very few investigations 
have systematically analyzed the partic-
ular gratifications obtained from social 
media in the context of China (Wu, Shi, & 
Yan, 2013). Therefore, based on the exist-
ing literature, the study attempts to probe 
the gratifications students get from using 
social media:

›› RQ2: How do the different constructs 
extracted from the principal compo-
nents factor analysis explain college 
students’ domestic social media satis-
faction in Mainland China?

3.3	 The association between the 
gratifications obtained and social 
media use

Gratifications obtained are deemed as a 
crucial predictor of people’s media use 
habits (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). As 
Palmgreen and Rayburn suggested that 
when a certain media satisfies the expect-
ed needs, this may result in the constant 
employ of the media (Palmgreen & Ray-

burn, 1979). In a study of Facebook, Join-
son revealed that gender, view friends’ 
photos, and frequency of state updates 
might predicte the number of users log-
ging in the platform. Instead, age, as well 
as scores on the content gratification scale 
might predict the time spent on the web-
site (Joinson, 2008). Wang, Tchernev, and 
Solloway (2012) found that social media 
use would significantly enhance emotion-
al and cognitive aspects of gratifications, 
especially when these requirements are 
higher. In line with the study, Leung (2013) 
also revealed that people who use Face-
book and blogs to satisfy their social and 
affection needs tend to spend more time 
using them. Recently, Khan (2017) found 
that specific social media behaviors such 
as commenting and uploading could be 
strongly predicted by social interaction 
need, while sharing through the technol-
ogy being strongly predicted by informa-
tional need. Hence, in order to continue 
this line of studies, the following hypoth-
esis was formulated:

›› RQ3: What is the relationship between 
the gratifications obtained and social 
media use?

4	 Methodology: Online survey

4.1	 Sampling
An online survey was undertaken at a Lan-
zhou university in Northwestern China in 
June and August 2016. The use of the uni-
versity student sample is determined to be 
appropriate for the present study as they 
constitute the largest group of social me-
dia users (Gan, 2017). Students were invit-
ed to fill in an online questionnaire hosted 
on www.sojump.com about their use of 
three leading social media platforms in 
China including QQ, WeChat, and Weibo. 
Sojump is a very famous professional on-
line survey and evaluation platform that 
provides humanized services consisting 
of online questionnaire design, data col-
lection, custom reporting, and statistical 
analysis in China. Meanwhile, they were 
assured of anonymity and participation 
was entirely voluntary. The language was 

www.sojump.com


14	 Pang / Studies in Communication Sciences 18.1 (2018), pp. 9–22

in Chinese and a total of 258 participants 
completed the online survey. When the 
non-users of social media were eliminat-
ed, the sample was reduced to 229 The 
study removed nonusers (11.2%) because 
the work presently concentrates on the 
gratifications derived from the utiliza-
tion of social media. Of the sample, males 
comprised 67  percent of the sample and 
females 33 percent. Their average age was 
23 years. The majority of them logged on 
to social media platforms more than five 
times every day (n = 153, 66.8%) and spent 
more than two hours on social media daily 
(n = 171, 74.6%). In addition, the average 
monthly household income for the total 
sample in this study was about RMB 4 500. 
It terms of education, 50.8% of the stu-
dents holding the master degree, followed 
by 39.2% with the bachelor degree, 3.5% 
with the junior college degree and 6.5% 
doctoral degree.

4.2	 Constructs and measures
The questionnaire was composed of ten 
questions concerning the use of social 
media, gratifications sought, gratifications 
obtained, and demographic characteris-
tics. It took the participants on average 
15 minutes to fill in the questionnaire. In 
order to ensure maximum response from 
these Chinese students, the questionnaire 
was translated into Chinese language by 
back translation method.

Social media behavior. Adopting past 
measures on social media use (Cheng, Li-
ang, & Leung, 2015; Gan & Wang, 2015), 
this measure includes two self-reported 
assessments of social media behaviour, 
which were both treated as dependent 
variables in the regression models. The first 
test was used to examine the frequency of 
students’ social media uses on an 8-point 
Likert scales, ranging from 1 = 1–2  times 
to  5 = more than nine times per day. The 
second assessment asked students how 
long they spent on social media each day 
on an 8-point scale ranging from 1 = 0–3 
hours to 5 = more than 12 hours a day (see 
Table 1). In addition, to get an evaluation 
of students’ social media uses experience, 
they were asked to report how long they 
had been adopting social media.

Gratifications sought. To assess motiva-
tions or reasons why college students use 
social media, the study measured gratifi-
cations sought by using the scale of grat-
ifications sought propounded by Quan-
Haase and Young (Quan-Haase & Young, 
2010). The items are fit within the present 
research due to Instant Messaging and 
Facebook are mainly used for social needs, 
hence, similar gratifications sought are 
expected to drive students’ social media 
use in China. The scale totally consisted of 
11 relevant statements, which comprised a 
variety of motivations that survey respon-
dents could select from. Respondents were 
required to report whether they use social 

Table 1:	 Demographic characteristics  
of participants (N = 229)

Demographic Characteristics %

Gender

Male 67.2 

Female 32.8 

Age

Under 20 4.8 

20–25 59.8 

26–31 24.0 

Above 31 11.4 

Education

College 1.7 

Bachelor 53.3 

Master 38.4 

Doctoral 6.6 

Income

Below 3 000 RMB 29.3 

3 000–6 000 RMB 41.0 

6 001–9 000 RMB 14.8 

9 001–12 000 RMB 7.4 

More than 12 001 RMB 7.4

Frequency use of social media

1–2 times 14.8 

3–4 times 18.3 

5–6 times 16.2 

7–8 times 9.6 

More than 9 times 41.0 

Time spend on social media

0–3 hours 75.5 

3–6 hours 16.6 

6–9 hours 5.2 

9–12 hours 1.9 

More than 12 hours 0.9 
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networking sites for these reasons on yes 
or no scale with “1” = yes and “0” = no (see 
Table 2).

Gratifications obtained. Gratifications ob-
tained assessed the range of benefits peo-
ple received from their use of social media 
sites. Based on Ku, Chu, and Tseng’s (2013) 
study, the study adopted 26 items to assess 
respondents’ motivations for using social 
media the respondents were asked, “I use 
social media to…?” and they could rate 
each statement on a five-point response 
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). Table 3 shows wording, 
means, as well as standard deviations for 
each of the item. The items used by Ku, 
Chu, and Tseng are suitable for the current 
research because, the elements employed 
in this study resulted from integrating 
statements from prior literature indicated 
main gratifications from adopting the new 
media technologies (Lo & Leung, 2009; 
Wang, Tchernev, Solloway, 2012). Control 
measures Demographic attributes of study 
participants were measured by age, gen-
der, overall monthly family income and 
education level. Background information 
was gathered for each student to offer an 
overview of demographic characteristics 
in the analysis.

4.3	 Data analysis
The data analysis was performed by using 
SPSS 20.0. Firstly, a descriptive analysis 
was performed on the data to examine the 
psychological incentives of using social 
media. Secondly, a principal components 
factor analysis with varimax rotation was 
conducted to gauge the types of gratifica-
tions obtained from social media usage. 
Based on the findings of the factor load-
ings in the study, items means, standard 
deviations (SD), and the standardised 
Cronbach’s alpha, were computed for ev-
ery factor. Thirdly, ordinary least squares 
regression analyses were run to test the as-
sociation between gratifications obtained 
and students’ social media usage behav-
iors.

5	 Results

5.1	 Social media use
In the survey, 41% stated visiting their 
social media more than nine times per 
day. 14.8% respondents launch their so-
cial media account at least once or twice 
per day, 18.3% use it at least three or four 
times a day, 16.2% update it at least five or 
six times a day, and 9.6% update it seven 
or eight times per day. The data shows that 
the participants use social media exten-
sively, logging into their accounts to send 
messages, browse photos, check the re-
cent status of their friends, as well as get 
interesting content on upcoming social 
issues. Regarding spending time on so-
cial media, on an average day, the study 
found that approximately three-quarters 
of student spent 0–3 hours and more than 
a quarter of student spent more than three 
hours on these sites. Besides, data showed 
also that a majority of the students (86.0%) 
had been using social networking sites 
over two years (M = 4.79, SD = 0.59).

5.2	 Gratifications-sought for using  
social media

Of participants surveyed, 96.5  percent 
of them claimed that their main gratifi-
cations for using social media were that 
“help others keep in touch with me” (see 
Table 2). This result is consistent with the 

Table 2:	 Gratifications sought in percentages 
(N = 229)

Individual Items % of Yes responses

Friend suggested it 45.8

Everyone I know is on social media 90.3

Help others keep in touch with me 96.5

Find classmates 80.0

Received a promotional e-mail 55.0

Get to know more people 43.2

Network in general 82.0

Find course information 73.3

Find dates 22.2

Find people with mutual interests 44.5

Find jobs 24.4
Note. Percentage of sample in the questionnaire who responded 
“yes” to the item.



16	 Pang / Studies in Communication Sciences 18.1 (2018), pp. 9–22

previous literature, which also argued that 
majority of people use the virtual commu-
nities in order to obtain timely communi-
cation and keep the connection with each 
other (Ifinedo, 2016). Once a person has 
logged in a social media account, he or 
she may feel a need to interact with their 
friends through it and hence recommend 
it to other people. This also confirms the 
previous virtual community studies in 
the diffusion of innovations tradition, in-
dicating that information regarding an 

innovation frequently comes via personal 
social networks such as family members, 
friends, or colleagues (Rogers, 2010). The 
second need chosen frequently by 90.3% 
was “everyone I know is on social media.” 
Considering that students taped these so-
cial media sites to meet some new friends 
and decrease  social  inhibitions (Pang, 
2016), social media is very popular among 
students and its adoption leads to a need 
to be part of the group. Conversely, not us-
ing social media like others would imply 

Table 3:	 Factor analysis for social media gratifications

I use social media… M SD Factors

1 2 3 4 5

Relationship maintenance

To tell friends and family I am all right 3.64 0.900 0.738 0.118 0.099 0.130 0.100

To let others know I care for them 3.61 0.875 0.739 0.088 0.145 0.207 0.186

To keep in contact with family and friends 4.03 0.802 0.794 0.160 –0.057 0.117 0.048

To feel closer to my family and friends 3.71 0.891 0.810 0.213 0.153 0.174 0.023

To improve the relationship with my family and friends 3.62 0.828 0.715 0.127 0.243 0.207 0.087

To organize social events 3.87 0.778 0.650 0.197 0.052 0.087 0.215

To keep in contact with people I have no time to meet 4.03 0.688 0.728 0.149 0.005 0.057 0.174

To interact with my family and friends easily 4.06 0.629 0.757 0.238 0.060 0.015 0.100

Amusement

Because it is entertaining for me 3.73 0.781 0.173 0.666 0.018 0.228 0.378

Because it is pleasant 3.74 0.732 0.285 0.813 0.072 0.167 0.212

Because it relaxes me 3.78 0.736 0.316 0.803 0.132 0.243 0.142

To have fun 3.65 0.790 0.225 0.791 0.193 0.231 0.200

To enjoy the pleasure of contacting people 3.71 0.759 0.431 0.588 0.161 0.215 0.145

Style

To feel that I am a grown-up person 3.26 0.828 0.361 0.271 0.526 0.160 0.092

As a status symbol 2.69 0.984 0.145 0.032 0.861 0.065 0.078

To look stylish 2.76 0.977 0.031 0.093 0.891 0.173 0.197

To look fashionable 2.75 0.948 0.025 0.107 0.892 0.169 0.213

Information seeking

To find out new information for myself 3.55 0.855 0.226 0.172 0.306 0.727 0.093

To obtain useful information 3.60 0.824 0.211 0.230 0.216 0.823 0.153

To obtain helpful information 3.68 0.800 0.201 0.182 0.182 0.867 0.093

To acquire information in an inexpensive way 3.78 0.798 0.121 0.326 –0.036 0.679 0.250

Sociability

To meet new acquaintances 3.42 0.863 0.210 0.099 0.349 0.220 0.605

To be less inhibited chatting with strangers 3.19 0.966 0.107 0.089 0.420 0.166 0.514

To allow people to find me easily 3.43 0.879 0.270 0.136 0.168 0.186 0.623

To relieve boredom by contacting people 3.53 0.891 0.062 0.250 0.043 0.060 0.779

To joke with friends 3.55 0.819 0.159 0.230 0.106 0.047 0.811

Eigenvalue 10.271 2.874 2.027 1.653 1.153

% of variance 20.459 13.134 12.815 11.606 11.137

Cronbach’s alpha 0.909 0.907 0.878 0.884 0.810
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being excluded from the circle of friends 
and acquaintances. The third statement 
students selected most often (82.0%) was 
“network in general.” The item followed 
by “find classmates” with 80.0%. These 
two statements indicate a requirement 
for social connectivity that enables young 
people to stay loosely connected with 
their friends and family members and to 
become the member of the larger social 
media community. However, only 22.2% of 
users make use of social media to search 
for potential dates. Table  2 displays that 
other motivations were selected much less 
often by students as reasons for using so-
cial media.

5.3	 Gratifications obtained from social 
media use

When exploring gratifications obtained 
from using social media, six factors were 
determined with the eigenvalues greater 
than 1.0, explaining 69.15% of the vari-
ance completely (see Table  3). Factor  1, 
relationship maintenance, consists of 
eight items measuring how social me-
dia provides a venue for the formation 
and maintenance of the connection with 
others (eigenvalue = 10.271, variance ex-
plained = 20.459%). 

Factor 2, pastime, consists of five 
items, all of which were related to college 
students’ use of social media as a mean 
for receive entertainment ends such as re-
laxing, having fun and getting enjoyment. 
The eigenvalue is 2.874, and the factor 
explains 13.134% of the corresponding 
percentages of variance. The mean for 
major of these statements was high, rep-
resenting users’ key gratifications with re-
spect to social media use. Two significant 
motivations were “because it relaxes me” 
(M = 3.78, SD = 0.736) and “because it is 
pleasant” (M = 3.74, SD = 0.732), indicating 
how university students perceive social 
media as a vehicle to seek to relax and en-
joy themselves. 

Ranked as the third factor, style 
(eigenvalue = 2.027, variance ex-
plained = 12.815%) concludes three items 
assessing the extent to which social me-
dia enables users to look really fashion-
able and stylish. Factor  4, information 

seeking (eigenvalue = 1.653, variance ex-
plained = 11.606%), consists of four items 
measuring the extent to which users would 
like to know what’s happening to the latest 
issues and events. The high mean implies 
that for individuals, being in the “social 
know” is vital due to social information 
is necessary to become a member of the 
peer group. The last construct considered 
was the sociability entertainment moti-
vation (eigenvalue = 1.153, variance ex-
plained = 11.137%), which contains three 
items that tests the students’ willingness 
to utilize social media to get to know new 
people and reduce social inhibitions and 
boredom. 

5.4	 Gratifications obtained and social 
media use

How are gratifications obtained and social 
media use associated with each other? Two 
ordinary least squares regression models 
test were conducted to systematically ex-
amine the connection between the five 
gratification factors and social media us-
age (see Table 4). The first model consisted 
of the frequency of social media use and 
the second model included the time spend 
on social media as the dependent variable. 
As shown in Table 4, regression model 1 re-
veals that there are significant correlations 
between education and the frequency of 
social media usage. The  lower grade  stu-
dents tend to log onto the services more 
frequently in a day. It is possible that the 
job pressure of senior students was higher 
than that of junior students in the universi-
ty (Vromen, Loader, Xenos, & Bailo, 2016). 
In this model, when controlling for the 
influence of the population variables, the 
study finds that both relationship mainte-
nance (β = 0.159, p < 0.05) and amusement 
(β = 0.131, p < 0.05) are positively associat-
ed with the frequency of social media use. 
This model makes up 6.0% of the variance 
in the frequency of social media use in 
model 1.

The second regression model indi-
cates no relationship of demographics 
variable with students’ spending time on 
social media. After gender, age, education 
and income were controlled in the mod-
el, sociability (β = 0.193, p < 0.01) are posi-
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tively associated with time spent on social 
media. Therefore, the student spent more 
time on social media per session are main-
ly to fulfil their sociability needs. Howev-
er, it is interesting to notice that style (β =  
–0.131, p < 0.05) are negatively associated 
with time spent on social media. The inde-
pendent variables demonstrate an entire 
of 6.0% of the variance in updating profiles. 
Thus it can be seen that the gratifications 
obtained factor explain more variance in 
the profile updates than the frequency of 
social media use.

6	 Conclusions and discussion

6.1	 Major findings
The rapid development of social media 
has attracted tremendous academic at-
tention, leading to the widespread inves-
tigations concentrating on the uses and 
possible implications of those new tech-
nologies. However, much of the research 
to date only paid attention to social media 
sites in western countries, neglecting to 
investigate the widespread domestic so-
cial media use among university students 
in Asian countries. Thus, the present study 
attempts to fill this void by applying the 

uses and gratifications framework to ex-
plore both the behaviors of gratifications 
sought and gratifications obtained in the 
use of leading local social media technol-
ogies among college student in  the Chi-
nese society. It is expected that the explor-
atory work not only brings new insight to 
the U&G framework, but also offers first-
hand information on the status of domes-
tic social media use in Mainland China.

Firstly, the results identify students’ 
the underlying types of gratifications 
that are sought from using social media. 
Among them, “everyone I know is on so-
cial media,” “help others keep in touch 
with me,” and “network in general” rank as 
the principal motives that drive students’ 
choice of local technologies. The findings 
indicate that the main socio-psychological 
needs for adopting domestic social media 
are to get instant communication as well 
as maintain interaction with the peer net-
work. These findings are consistent with 
similar research by Quan-Haase and Young 
that found the peer network not only pro-
vides a series of content relevant with the 
innovation, but also generates social pres-
sure for the adolescent to adopt (Quan-
Haase & Young, 2010). The empirical work 
confirms that individuals are seeking for 
more convenient and high-efficient com-
munication ways to keep connections 
with others via a variety of media, espe-
cially when these media is much easier to 
get and operate (Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 
2015). The result also reinforces Phua, Jin, 
and Kim’s (2017) quantitative study that 
revealed social innovations might diffuse 
through people’s social bonds with one 
another.

Secondly, factor analysis successfully 
generated the five-factor structure of the 
gratifications obtained among social me-
dia users. For the exploratory procedures, 
the study selected principal component 
analysis instead of maximum-likelihood 
factor analysis, not only because the hy-
potheses were themselves exploratory, 
but also because the aim of study was to 
identify a few possible coherent constructs 
that best reflected the various meaning-
ful dimensions of motivations. As some 
scholar suggested that principal com-

Table 4:	 Regression analysis of social media 
use (N = 229)

Variables Frequency of
social media use 

β

Time spend on 
social media 

β

Demographics

Age 0.022 0.064

Gender(male) 0.079 –0.149

Education –0.179* 0.056

Income –0.090 0.123

Gratifications

Relationship 
maintenance 0.159* 0.105

Amusement 0.131* 0.035

Style –0.054 –0.131*

Information seeking 0.070 –0.079

Sociability 0.109 0.193**

Adjusted R2 0.060** 0.060**
Note. OLS = ordinary least squares. Table depicts standardized coef-
ficients from regression models 1 and 2. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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ponent analysis could obtain the most 
information content about the specific 
substrates tested in the research, thereby, 
the results from it would offer a best-case 
scenario for the linear combination metric 
(Shankarraman, Davis-Gorman, Cope-
land, Caplan, & McDonagh, 2012). Results 
show that students are motivated by rela-
tionship maintenance needs, the purpose 
for amusement, chasing style, seeking 
information, and sociability needs. This 
result may reflect individuals are mainly 
motivated to utilize social media services 
for the purpose of seeking relationship 
maintenance and entertainment, thereaf-
ter for their inner social and psychological 
needs. Leung also found the same find-
ing and further suggested that social net-
working applications are ideal platforms 
for people to keep a large network base 
of superficial connections, such as virtual 
friends through the computer-mediated 
technologies (Leung, 2013). The entertain-
mental need is the second discovered grat-
ification among the uses and gratifications 
test. This result is also supported by relat-
ed research (Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 2015; 
Ifinedo, 2016; Zhong, 2014). Given that 
social media is a multimedia tool, using 
the service to read useful information as 
well as playing online games, may be more 
attractive for young adults when pursu-
ing amusement than traditional medium. 
Moreover, consistent with previous inves-
tigations (Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 2015), 
this study finds that style is an integral and 
indispensable factor of social media usage 
in Chinese society.

Thirdly, this study investigated grat-
ification predictors for the frequency of 
social media use and the time spent in it. 
When the study controlled demograph-
ic variables, social media usage is pre-
dicted by relationship maintenance and 
amusement. The findings indicate that 
those with high desire to stay in touch 
with friends and enjoy the entertainment 
online tend to use social media more of-
ten. These findings echo the work by Fu’s 
group who discovered that people who ac-
tively use social media because of inbred 
psychological incentives to keep the con-
nection with distand and closed friends 

that they can satisfy their needs (Fu, Wu, 
& Cho, 2017). Meanwhile, this empirical 
results also support the general view that 
through the social media usage process, 
the young adult cohort has the opportu-
nity to socialize with their friends, and be 
entertained (Choi, 2016; Leung, 2013; Lien 
& Cao, 2014).

6.2	 Implications for research  
and practice

Results of the current study provide both 
academic and practical implications. First, 
the present research makes theoretical 
contributions to existing literature on U&G 
(Choi, 2016; Ji, 2017; Vromen et al., 2016) 
by adopting the U&G approach to explore 
the psychological incentives and domestic 
social media behaviors among university 
students in the Chinese setting. Second, 
this article identifies five key gratifica-
tions behind the use of these web-based 
technologies, and further indicates social 
media use could be strongly predicted by 
certain psychological incentives such as 
social interaction and amusement. Third, 
this research offers a wealth of informa-
tion in guiding relevant practitioners in 
developing ideal social media strategies 
where social networking sites are crucial 
components of the media market (Whit-
ing & Williams, 2013). Moreover, appro-
priately considering the determined grat-
ifications while generating future related 
functions and uses, social media services 
practitioners can make the social media 
platforms more attractive for users.

6.3	 Limitations and future  
work direction 

In explaining the findings of the current 
research, one must focus on some lim-
itations of the exploratory research that 
offers directions for future studies. First-
ly, due to the relatively modest sample 
size in the research recruited through on-
line, so the results cannot be generalized 
to the larger population of social media 
users. Meanwhile, this study examines 
social media users’ motivations, use be-
haviors in the Chinese context, hence the 
findings may not be generalized to social 
media users in other settings. Secondly, 
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the study respondents were mostly young 
users of domestic social media such like 
QQ, WeChat, and Weibo. Care must be tak-
en when applying the results to other pat-
terns of social media platforms that target 
different populations of users. Thirdly, due 
to the cross-sectional nature of the present 
research, it thus may limit causality among 
the various variables of theoretical interest 
(Ran, Yamamoto, & Xu, 2016). Although 
the research assumed that media use be-
haviors would lead to satisfying respon-
dents’ psychological needs, the opposite 
directionality is equally plausible. It is like-
ly that people who deem they enable to 
meet their gratifications by using the new 
services, they are likely to access the media 
more often (Fu, Wu, & Cho, 2017). To draw 
such precise causal inferences, a longitu-
dinal analysis is needed in the near future. 
Lastly, future studies should also focus on 
other media usage behaviors, and the role 
of distinct gratifications in impacting indi-
viduals’ usage patterns. 

Despite the limitations, this research 
originally offers a much-needed investi-
gation of gratifications soughts, gratifica-
tions obtained and domestic social media 
use behaviors among Chinese university 
students based on the uses and gratifica-
tions framework. This paper demonstrates 
the significance and valuable of uses and 
gratifications theory to social media stud-
ies in Asian countries. The results further 
suggest that the rapid rise of domestic so-
cial media technologies in contemporary 
China have in many ways afforded young 
people more opportunities to connect 
the social life and satisfy a wide range of 
needs that were impossible a decade be-
fore. Therefore, it is expected that the cur-
rent research could trigger both theorizing 
and empirical studies on the new media 
technologies in the current media envi-
ronment.
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Abstract 
Gesten, als Besonderheit der menschlichen Kommunikation, haben Wissenschaftler unterschiedlicher Dis-
ziplinen immer wieder interessiert. Zahlreich sind die Studien in den Kommunikationswissenschaften, die 
sich mit dieser Thematik beschäftigen und die die Gestik als Teil des kommunikativen Aktes sehen. Inwie-
fern sind Gesten kommunikativ und kulturbezogen? Verändert sich die Gestik in interkultureller Alltags-
kommunikation? Ausgangspunkt der Untersuchung ist, dass Gesten häufig als ein Kulturphänomen einem 
Sprachumfeld zugeordnet werden. Damit stellt sich die Frage, ob die Gestik bei einem Kulturwechsel neu 
erlernt wird, lediglich transferiert wird oder ob aus unterschiedlichen Gesten im interkulturellen Bereich 
neue Gesten entstehen und vor allem, wie die Menschen, die zwischen den Kulturen leben, mit Gesten 
umgehen. Die zentrale These dieser Arbeit besagt, dass Gesten zwar in einer Kultur zusammen mit der 
Sprache erlernt werden, aber nicht ausschliesslich Bestandteil dieser Kultur sind. Nach einer umfangreichen 
empirischen Untersuchung, die die Variabilität und Adaption von Gesten im interkulturellen Spannungsfeld 
anhand von Menschen zeigt, die ihre ursprüngliche Kultur verlassen haben und sich in einer für sie neuen 
Kultur aufhalten, wird die These begründet: Die Übertragung von Gesten ist möglich und findet im interkul-
turellen Bereich auch statt. Sowohl die empirische Untersuchung in diesem interkulturellen Bereich als auch 
die vorgestellte theoretische Ausarbeitung sind vom Ansatz und der Umsetzung her neuartig.

Keywords
Interkulturelle Kommunikation, Semiotik, Gesten, Multimodalität, nonverbale Kommunikation

1	 Einführung in die Gestik

Zahlreiche Studien haben gezeigt, wie be-
reits 1989 von Hans J. Vermeer formuliert, 
dass «nonverbale Kommunikation etwa 
70% aller Kommunikation ausmacht; sie 
ist vielfach wichtiger als die verbale» (Ver-
meer, 1989, S. 172). Tatsächlich, wenn zwei 
oder mehr Leute sich unterhalten, fliessen 
auch extraverbale, parasprachliche und 
ebenso nonverbale Elemente ein (vgl. 
Birdwhistell, 1975; Posner, 1985). Unser 
Körper wird dadurch zum symbolischen 
Referenten für das Individuum und für die 
Gesellschaft. Dabei entwickelt die Person 
eine kinetische und proxemische Kom-
petenz, welche die Kontestualisierungs-
fähigkeit des Subjektes und den Kontex-
tualisierungsinhalt der Nachricht in der 
Kollektivität repräsentiert. So können wir 
die Welt erkunden, in der Welt agieren und 

handeln, indem wir die ganze Struktur un-
seres Körpers aktivieren und damit sowohl 
Sender als auch Empfänger von Botschaf-
ten werden. 

In diesem alltäglichen Kommuni-
kationsfluss werden alle Möglichkeiten 
verwendet, die uns unser Körper zur Ver-
fügung stellt, von verbalen bis zu non-
verbalen Elementen. Diese letzte Form 
der Kommunikation mit Hinblick auf die 
Gestik hat unterschiedliche Disziplinen 
interessiert, die aus verschiedenen Pers-
pektiven das Phänomen betrachtet und 
zahlreiche Klassifizierungen geliefert ha-
ben. 

Während redebegleitende Gesten, 
die zur Unterstützung des Gesprochenen 
dienen, eine mehr oder weniger univer-
selle Form aufweisen, scheinen dagegen 
Embleme (nach der Terminologie von 
Efron, 1941, 1972; Ekman & Friesen, 1969, 
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1972)  – bedeutungstragende Gesten, wie 
die OK-Geste  – ein Kulturspezifikum zu 
sein. Deshalb stimmen Psychologen, So-
ziologen, Anthropologen und Linguisten 
darin überein, dass die Gestik genauso wie 
die Sprache erlernt wird. 

Man kann also sagen, dass die Emb-
leme als Kulturspezifikum im Zusammen-
hang mit einem gewissen Sprachregister 
innerhalb einer bestimmten Kultur gelernt 
werden, also kulturbezogen sind (Morris 
et  al., 1979; Kendon, 2004b; Efron, 1972; 
Ekman & Friesen, 1969; Meo-Zilio & Mejiá, 
1980; Saitz & Cervenka, 1972).

Aber inwiefern ist diese Art von Ges-
ten kulturbezogen? Werden sie immer 
wieder vom kulturellen Sprachregister 
hervorgerufen? Wie wird die multimodale 
Alltagskommunikation im interkulturellen 
Bereich organisiert?

Embleme besitzen eine gewisse Auto
nomie in der Sprache (Ekman  & Frisen, 
1972; Kendon, 1980, 1992, 2004b; Poggi, 
2002) und refelktieren immer ein Konzept 
(Kendon, 1980). Somit können wir davon 
ausgehen, dass sie nicht vom Sprachregis-
ter der Kultur, in der sie erlernt wurden, 
abhängig sind. Warum Gesten nicht über 
die Grenzen der Sprachgemeinschaft hin-
ausgehen, erklären Morris et al. (1979) mit 
Kultur- und Sprachbarrieren. Im Gegen-
satz dazu wird hier gezeigt, dass Embleme 
leicht in eine andere Sprachkultur transfe-
rierbar sind. 

2	 Überblick

Unser tägliches Leben ist voller Rituale, 
die unseren Tagesrhythmus bestimmen 
(wie aufstehen, sich waschen, frühstü-
cken, arbeiten gehen, usw.). Als denkende, 
agierende und handelnde Wesen senden 
und empfangen wir ständig Signale und 
gleichzeitig setzen, produzieren und deu-
ten wir Zeichen. 

Jeden Tag interagieren wir mit Men-
schen, Gegenständen und Symbolen. Wir 
tun alles mit grösser Selbstverständlich-
keit, ohne zu realisieren, wie diese Hand-
lungen uns als kommunikative und gesell-
schaftliche Wesen in Anspruch nehmen.

Gemäss Watzlawick, Beavin und Jack-
son (1996, S. 53) ist es unmöglich, nicht zu 
kommunizieren. Menschen sind immer 
in einen Kommunikationsfluss involviert, 
der unsere Weltanschauung, unsere Per-
sönlichkeit und unser Wertesystem prägt 
und beeinflusst. 

Seit der Antike hat die Körperspra-
che Redner, Philosophen und Rhetoriker 
beschäftigt und die körperlichen Aspekte 
der Kommunikation finden sich bereits 
in der antiken Rhetorik, wo dann vor al-
lem Gestik, Mimik und Körperhaltung 
eine Rolle spielten (hierzu Göttert, 1991; 
Maier-Eichhorn, 1989; zusammenfassen-
de Darstellungen finden sich bei Müller, 
1998, S. 25 ff.; Hübler 2001, S. 121 ff.; Kühn, 
2002, S. 22 ff.).

Eine wichtige Wende in der Erfor-
schung der nonverbalen Kommunikation 
im heutigen Sinne wurde mit der Arbeit 
von C. Darwin (1872) über den Vergleich 
der Ausdrucksweise von Emotionen, die 
sich im menschlichen und tierischen Ge-
sicht zeigen, erreicht. 

Eine erste ausführliche Auseinan-
dersetzung mit diesem Problembereich 
stellt die vergleichende Arbeit von Efron 
(1941, 1972) dar, der die Gestik von ost-
europäischen Juden und süditalienischen 
Einwanderern in unterschiedlichen Stadt-
teilen von New York City untersuchte. Auf-
bauend auf dieser Arbeit entwickelten vor 
allem Ekman und Friesen (1969) ein funk-
tionales Klassifikationssystem von Gesten, 
das bis heute in der Gestikforschung ver-
wendet wird. In diesen Studien zeigen sich 
klare kulturelle Unterschiede im jeweils 
betrachteten nonverbalen Verhalten, also 
der Mimik, der Gestik und der Distanzre-
gulierung. Gleichwohl wird deutlich, dass 
es für alle diese Bereiche auch gleichsam 
anthropologische Grundlagen gibt, die für 
alle Menschen universell gelten, die aber 
in der jeweiligen Kultur unterschiedlich 
modifiziert und spezifiziert werden (Argy-
le, 1975; Scherer, 1979; Key, 1977; Ekman, 
1985; Scherer  & Ekman, 1985; Siegman  & 
Feldstein, 1987; Burgoon et al., 1996). Dies 
wird vor allem in dem kulturvergleichen-
den Forschungsprogramm von Eibl-Ei-
besfeldt (1970, 1973, 1984; Eibl-Eibesfeldt 
et  al., 1989) und von Morris (1967, 1977, 
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1994; Morris et al., 1979) deutlich. Solche 
Resultate lassen vermuten, dass diese Art 
nonverbaler Urkommunikation sich dann 
durch kognitive Metaphorisierungs- und 
Metonymisierungsprozesse an ein Terri-
torium und eine Gesellschaft kulturell ge-
bunden ist. Daraus lässt sich folgern, dass 
die nonverbale Kommunikation die Basis 
des heutigen menschlichen Handelns ist. 
Unsere gestikulierende Interaktion kann 
also wie ein Kontinuum (Kendon, 1988; 
McNeill, 1992) der Hand- und Armbewe-
gungen gesehen werden, was eine enge 
Beziehung zwischen dem Gesprochenen, 
der Körperbewegung und dem kognitiven 
Netzwerk des Gehirns impliziert. Eben 
diese letzte Implikation hat zahlreiche Psy-
chologen dazu bewogen, Untersuchungen 
zu starten, welche die Gestikforschung ge-
prägt haben. 

Die Gestikforscher setzen somit ih-
ren Schwerpunkt auf die redebegleitende 
Gestikulation und deren Verbindung zur 
Sprache, während Embleme fast nur eth-
nographisch untersucht werden.

Andere Untersuchungen haben das 
Gestenrepertoire zweier Kulturen mitei-
nander verglichen und dabei Unterschie-
de festgestellt. In vielen psychologischen 
Studien (Petitto, 1986, 2000; Petitto et  al., 
2001; Bates et al., 1977, 1979, 1989; Clark, 
1978; Bruner, 1975) wurde die Ontogene-
se der Gesten bei Kindern betrachtet. Da-
durch konnten einige Fragen von semio-
tischem Interesse beantwortet werden, 
andere Fragen sind jedoch offengeblieben. 

3	 Merkmale der Embleme

Die Gestik ist in den letzten fünfzig Jahren 
intensiv studiert worden. Obwohl die Un-
tersuchungen aus verschiedenen Berei-
chen kommen, sind sie sich alle in einem 
Punkt einig: Einige Gesten sind autonom 
und kulturell bedingt.

Wie schon erwähnt, wurden die-
se Gesten ursprünglich von Efron (1941, 
1972) als “representing either a visual or 
a logical object by means of a pictorial or 
non-pictorial form, which has no mor-
phological relationship to the thing rep-
resented” (Efron, 1972, S. 96) beschrieben 

und als «Embleme» gekennzeichnet. Die-
ser Begriff wurde danach von Ekman und 
Friesen (1972) schärfer definiert:

Emblems are those nonverbal acts which 

have a direct verbal translation usually con-

sisting of a word or two, or a phrase, for which 

this precise meaning is known by most or all 

members of a group, class, subculture or cul-

ture, which are most often deliberately used 

with the conscious intent to send a particular 

message to other persons (Ekman & Friesen, 

1972, S. 357).

Mit dieser Definition heben die Autoren 
drei wichtige Aspekte der emblematischen 
Gesten hervor: Ihre direkte sprachliche 
Übersetzung, sowie ihre kulturkodierte 
Bedeutung und ihre Intention zur Kom-
munikation.

Insofern ersetzen Embleme die 
sprachliche Äusserung, sie sind autonom, 
kulturbezogen, konventionell, gesell-
schaftlich und kommunikativ. Man kann 
also sagen, dass Embleme eine visuelle 
Metapher sind, die in einer stark kodie-
erten Form ein universelles Basiskonzept 
ausdrückt, das es ihnen erlaubt, aus den 
Grenzen der Kultur, in die sie eingebettet 
sind, herauszutreten. Daraus ergibt sich 
die der Arbeit zugrundeliegende These: 
«Gesten sind kulturbezogen, jedoch nicht 
kulturgebunden.» 

In den meisten Arbeiten werden Em-
bleme innerhalb einer Kultur aufgelistet, 
abgebildet, gedeutet und beschrieben 
(vgl. Marcantonio, 2008, 2016 für eine Lis-
te der ethnographischen Arbeiten). Eine 
sehr gute ethnografische Untersuchung 
innerhalb Europas ist von Morris et al. 
(1979) unternommen worden. Aus die-
ser Untersuchung gingen 20  Schlüssel-
gesten hervor, die quer durch Europa zu 
finden waren. Morris et  al. (1979) haben 
diese zwanzig Embleme geographisch lo-
kalisiert, um eine Karte ihrer Verbreitung 
im europäischen Raum zu erstellen. Die 
verschiedenen Bedeutungen wurden ge-
sammelt und damit die einzelnen Gesten 
beschrieben. 

Während die meisten Arbeiten 
die interkulturellen Unterschiede der 
redebegleitenden Gesten, meist in Zusam-
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a truthful story is complicated by the un-
certainty of the event and the delicacy of 
the topic; whereas it can be exploited more 
to the advantage of the writer in cases like 
CAME, where the storyline is well defined 
and the journalist can concentrate on the 
nuances and on addressing different levels 
of readership. 

Despite what is custom in journalis-
tic practice, the interplay of narration and 
argumentation in newswriting as a rele-
vant source of public discourse remains a 
mostly unexplored territory in both fields. 
It is the authors’ aim to pursue this line 
of research and attempt at unraveling the 
mechanisms behind and the purposes 
of this underestimated combination of 
modes30. 

30	 Work on the interplay of the two modes has 
been conducted for other professional dis-
course, for example for judicial discourse 
(e. g., Hannken-Ilijes, 2006; von Arnauld, 
2009). 
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Appendix

a)	 The RAID editorial

A	 (A.1) Syrian crisis 
	 (A.2) It’s already red alert in Israel
B	 (B.1) The Syrian crisis is getting worse 

and worse every day, for both the 
number of casualties and the brutal-
ity of the deeds, and the country, ac-
cording to what stated on Tuesday by 
Lakhdar Brahimi, UNO and Arab Alli-
ance delegate for Syria, is falling into 
pieces. (B.2) A rising chaos that wor-
ries the Israeli authorities a lot. (B.3) 
The risk indeed is that chemical weap-
ons, but also other more sophisticated 
ones that constitute the equipment 
of the Syrian army, will end up in the 
hands of fearsome Islamic extremists. 

C	 (C.1) In the night between Tuesday 
and Wednesday, according to sourc-
es of the Jewish state’s security in-
terviewed by the daily “Le Figaro,” 
military airplanes bearing David’s 
star would have launched various air 
raids on targets located along the Syr-
ian-Lebanese border. (C.2) Following 
“Le Figaro” correspondent in Jeru-
salem, possible targets of the attacks 
could have been some convoys that 
carried military equipment from Syria 
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to Lebanon, intended for the Islamic 
extremists’ group Hezbollah. 

D	 (D.1) There are contrasting versions 
on the events; yesterday the Leba-
nese state agency NNA denied news 
regarding an air raid at the border be-
tween Syria and Lebanon. (D.2) On the 
other hand on Tuesday night the same 
Lebanese authorities denounced the 
violation of their air space by Israeli 
airplanes. (D.3) Yesterday evening, fi-
nally, the Syrian army denounced an 
Israeli raid that took place at dawn 
against a military research center in 
the Damascus district. (D.4) Israeli 
authorities did not confirm it, but in 
recent days Prime Minister Netanya-
hu had warned on the “significant 
threats” that menace Israel, men-
tioning Iran and Syria. (D.5) Besides 
chemical weapons, military experts 
point out that Damascus’ army is en-
dowed with sophisticated weapons 
too, like for example ground-to-sea 
and ground-to-air missiles. (D.6) If 
this highly precise destruction tools 
would end up in Hezbollah’s hands, vi-
tal Israeli targets like the Haifa harbor 
or the natural gas search wells could 
easily become a target. (D.7) Given the 
excellent intelligence capacities of the 
Jewish state, the red alert that went off 
in Israel following the worsening of 
the Syrian crisis has to be taken seri-
ously. (D.8) Given Israel’s determina-
tion in neutralizing serious dangers, 
one should not be too surprised about 
air raids against Syrian targets. (D.9) 
The Jewish state seems to be thus the 
country that is best prepared, at all 
levels, to face the consequences of a 
possible collapse of Al-Assad’s regime. 

E	 (E.1) From its side the international 
community, which until now has not 
been able to agree on a peaceful way 
out of the dramatic civil war ongo-
ing in Syria, convened yesterday in 
Kuwait to offer concrete aid, at least 
from the humanitarian viewpoint, 
to the worn-out Syrian population. 
(E.2) Donations of more than one 
and a half billion dollars have been 
announced. (E.3) Little more than a 

plaster, considering the huge scourge 
produced by the fratricide war that 
has been devastating the country for 
more than a year. (E.4) Anyway it is a 
due solidarity act towards the Syrian 
population, brought to its knees by 
uninterrupted combats that, besides 
thousands of casualties and injured, 
are causing a rising flow of refugees to 
the neighboring countries. (E.5) But it 
is not only refugees who move across 
the frontiers of neighboring countries. 
(E.6) As mentioned, there is the risk 
that traffic of lethal weapons takes 
place, towards Lebanon for the ben-
efit of Hezbollah. (E.7) Furthermore, 
there are numerous Islamic combat-
ants arrived in Syria from Afghanistan 
and other countries in the area to fight 
against the Al-Assad regime. (E.8) In 
such a scenario it is not easy at all to 
urgently deliver aids to the popula-
tion. (E.9) Therefore there is another 
red alert, the humanitarian one, that 
the international community is called 
to face up to.

b)	 The RAID report

A	 (A.1) Syria
	 (A.2) Damascus’ accusation: Israeli 

air raid
	 (A.3) The bombardment is supposed 

to have taken as a target an important 
center for military research 

B	 DAMASCUS (B.1) Israel takes action 
in Syria. (B.2) After various alerts con-
cerning the risk that chemical weap-
ons or other kinds of weapons could 
get into the hands of the Lebanese 
Shiite militias of Hezbollah have been 
launched in the last days, yesterday 
at dawn fighter planes of the Jewish 
state attacked some targets in Syrian 
territories. (B.3) During the whole day 
yesterday, various sources from di-
plomacy and security  – which stayed 
anonym  – have reported a bombard-
ment on a convoy close to the border, 
which was shipping weapons from 
Syria to Lebanon. 

C	 (C.1) Meanwhile, yesterday evening 
the Syrian army has officially de-
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nounced an Israeli raid  – that took 
place early at dawn – against a military 
research center that had caused two 
casualties and five injured. (C.2) Oth-
er witnesses have earlier on reported 
an attack  – that took place Tuesday 
night  – to a site for the development 
of “non-conventional weapons” in al-
Hameh, 15  km North-West from Da-
mascus. (C.3) Information is confused 
and the Jewish state keeps silent. (C.4) 
But what seems certain is that the raid 
took place, and that between Tuesday 
afternoon and yesterday many Israeli 
jets have violated the Lebanese and 
Syrian air space. (C.5) An ordinary ac-
tivity, yet this time on a much larger 
scale than usual. (C.6) At least 12 fight-
er planes, according to Beirut’s mili-
tary sources, flew across the Lebanese 
sky in three subsequent waves be-
tween Tuesday at 16:30 and early yes-
terday morning. (C.7) A circumstance 
confirmed also by UNO forces from 
Unifil in Lebanon. (C.8) This would 
confirm a reconstruction that the Is-
raeli mass media have tried to make, 
partially slipping through the net of 
military censorship. (C.9) According 
to the Maariv and Haaretz websites, 
indeed, the raid took place close to the 
road between Damascus and Beirut. 
(C.10) Maariv believes it is probable 
that Israeli fighter planes have flown 
over the Golan Heights and then have 
headed towards the North, along the 
Syrian-Lebanese dividing line. 

D	 (D.1) The state agency NNA from Bei-
rut anyway excludes that the raid took 
place on Lebanese territory. (D.2) The 
sources that support the thesis of a raid 
against the cargo of weapons exclude 
anyway that it was the much-feared 
chemical weapons: it was a branch of 
a Russian-made anti-aircraft missiles, 
probably SA-7. (D.3) A weapon that, in 
Hezbollah’s hands, could significantly 
alter the power balance with Israel. 

E	 (E.1) If during the war in summer 
2006 Hezbollah had fired more than 
4000  rockets on the Northern part of 
Israel, the aviation of the Jewish state 
did not encounter significant obsta-

cles in its repeated raids until the sub-
urbs of Beirut. (E.2) On the contrary, 
an effective anti-aircraft weapon in 
the hands of the Shiite militians would 
considerably reduce the Israeli fire-
power. (E.3) On Sunday, Prime Min-
ister Netanyahu had warned from the 
“significant threats” hanging over Is-
rael, mentioning Iran and Syria. (E.4) 
Meanwhile, the army said to have 
repositioned two sets of anti-rocket 
interception systems in the Northern 
part of the country. (E.5) Exactly in this 
region, the military radio said yester-
day, a high alert level is maintained, 
due to the fear that the “sophisticat-
ed,” and not necessarily chemical, 
weapons are transferred from Syria to 
Hezbollah. 

c)	 The CAME editorial

A	 (A.1) Switzerland-Europe
	 (A.2) We have an ally in London
B	 (B.1) Concerned as we are, with good 

reason, over the deterioration of our 
relationship with France and the 
strong Red-Green German opposi-
tion (which hold the majority at the 
Bundesrat and leads some strong 
Länder); absorbed in renegotiating 
the fiscal relationship with Italy, and 
the institutional matters with the Eu-
ropean Union, we risk underestimat-
ing the political weight of the fiscal 
agreement settled with the United 
Kingdom last year, which came into 
force (together with a similar one 
with Austria), last January 1st. (B.2) 
This agreement in fact represents the 
revival of an old partnership with the 
United Kingdom as founding member 
of the European free trade associa-
tion (EFTA) in 1960; based on a com-
mon pragmatic approach to the co-
existence of the European states: first 
and foremost, free-trade oriented and 
able to preserve national sovereignty 
as much as possible. (B.3) EFTA has 
been established as a free-trade area 
for European countries that were not 
members of the European communi-
ty. (B.4) Besides Switzerland and the 



Zampa & Perrin / Studies in Communication Sciences 18.1 (2018), pp. 173–189	 187

United Kingdom, it encompassed the 
neutral Sweden and Austria (Finland 
since 1986), Norway, Denmark, Portu-
gal and Iceland (member since 1970). 
(B.5) Great Britain left EFTA forty years 
ago by joining the EU in 1973, but 
without abandoning its own curren-
cy, the pound sterling, and refusing to 
belong to the Eurozone. (B.6) Despite 
being a full member of the European 
Union, London not only didn’t take the 
step of accepting the currency, but it 
has also always signaled that it intend-
ed to preserve a series of national pre-
rogatives, especially in the financial 
and fiscal field. (B.7) This last position 
has now again become topical. (B.8) In 
a recent article in the Herald Tribune, 
the previous secretary to British for-
eign affairs David Miliband urged the 
citizens of the United Kingdom (and 
primarily  – even without mentioning 
him  – David Cameron) not to give 
in to the temptation to “start a circle 
external to the EU one, together with 
Norway and Switzerland.” (B.9) It’s sig-
nificant that he quotes Norway. (B.10) 
In fact, as it is well known, this country 
is still a member of the EFTA and the 
Norwegian citizens twice refused to 
join the EU. (B.11) Miliband’s appeal 
is important, since the pressure on the 
British Prime Minister Cameron for 
the United Kingdom to leave the Euro-
pean Union’s club intensified as the fi-
nancial crisis in the Eurozone persist-
ed and worsened. (B.12) Yesterday, the 
British Prime Minister David Cameron 
took a stand. His answer is important 
for Switzerland’s interests as well, thus 
it deserves a close examination. 

C	 (C.1) What did Cameron say? (C.2) 
That the British approach to the EU 
is more pragmatic (“not an end in it-
self”) than emotional, according to 
the nature of the country, and that the 
future purpose of the European Union 
is not to secure peace anymore (to 
which the United Kingdom actively 
contributed, by defeating Nazism and 
Communism) but to secure prosperi-
ty in an extremely competitive global 
world. (C.3) The British Prime Minis-

ter underlined that there is a gap today 
between the citizens and the EU, and 
that this crisis of democratic legitima-
cy has to be regulated if Europe united 
wants to have a future and if one does 
not want to drift the British people out 
of the EU. (C.4) “We need a structure 
that can accommodate the diversity of 
its members. Let us welcome that di-
versity, instead of trying to snuff it out. 
We cannot harmonize everything.” 
(C.5) “The EU has consistently sup-
ported greater centralization, whereas 
the United Kingdom needs to safe-
guard its interests, its sovereignty and 
democratic legitimacy.” (C.6) “I intend 
to ask that power must be able to flow 
back to member states” and that it 
is not taken away from them, “This 
was promised by European leaders at 
Laeken a decade ago. But the prom-
ise has never really been fulfilled.” 
(C.7) Cameron undertakes to negoti-
ate their membership with the EU to 
regain some national power. (C.8) At 
the end of the exercise, if he will be 
re-elected in 2015, he will announce 
a referendum so that the British peo-
ple can decide. (C.9) “We believe in a 
flexible union of free member states.” 
(C.10) If the renegotiation succeeds in 
protecting this principle  – Cameron 
promised  – he will commit himself 
with all his heart and soul to main-
taining the United Kingdom within 
the EU, to serve the interests of Great 
Britain and of the EU. (C.11) For what 
concerns the possible partnership 
with Norway and Switzerland in the 
single market outside the UE, the Brit-
ish Prime Minister positioned himself 
in the perspective of the preeminent 
interests (nowadays) of the Unit-
ed Kingdom (C.12). “I admire those 
countries and they are friends of ours 
but we are in a different position (…). 
Switzerland, especially, has to negoti-
ate access to the single market sector 
by sector, either accepting EU rules – 
over which they have nothing to say – 
or renouncing to get full access to the 
market in key sectors, for example fi-
nancial services.”
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D	 (D.1) From Cameron’s speech, one can 
deduce that London’s exiting from the 
EU club is not in the United Kingdom’s 
interests (nor the United States’, for 
whom it is useful to have an histori-
cal ally in the Union that defends the 
Atlantic interests). (D.2) But the UK’s 
efforts to renegotiate the conditions 
of its membership so as to defend the 
sovereignty and freedom of the mem-
ber states (by regaining some rights) 
and its request that the EU respects 
those who have a less centralistic vi-
sion, more flexible and respectful of 
diversity, seems to be very useful for 
Switzerland too. (D.3) All the more at a 
time when allies with pragmatic, free-
trade oriented visions based on re-
spect for democratic legitimation and 
civil rights are lacking. (D.4) As of now, 
for instance, (but for how long?) only 
Luxembourg keeps defending a large 
fiscal autonomy and what remains of 
bank confidentiality. (D.5) Under siege 
from several sides and with a some-
how weak willpower to unite on the 
inside to defend our privileges as well 
as our historic and institutional iden-
tity, such a position on the UK’s side is 
entirely welcome to us (even though 
they are a rival financial market) and 
provides our agreement on many 
points. (D.6) We have some historical 
affinities and common interests with 
London. (D.7) We must be able to ex-
ploit this bonus properly.

d)	 The CAME report

A	 (A.1) London
	 (A.2) Cameron has decided: the refer-

endum has to be done
	 (A.3) Britons inside or outside the EU? 

We will know it after 2015
B	 LONDON (B.1). Well, he did it (B.2). 

The British Prime Minister David 
Cameron has promised a referen-
dum in which the Britons will be able 
to clearly choose whether to remain 
“inside or outside” of the Europe-
an Union  – so in his awaited, many 
times postponed speech on Europe, 
performed in the City early yesterday 

morning (B.3). However, the vote will 
be possible only after London has 
“renegotiated” its relationship with 
Europe and after the 2015 elections, 
under the condition that the Conser-
vatives, and Cameron, continue in 
the government (B.4). Thus spoke the 
Tory Prime Minister to the Britons, re-
assuring them, but warning them that 
it would be a definitive choice they 
could not walk away from, a “one-way 
ticket” (B.5). 

C	 From Brussels, in a Twitter message, 
the president of the European Parlia-
ment Martin Schultz informed that 
“Europe ‘à la carte’ is not an option: 
we have to focus on work and growth 
more than getting lost in discussions 
on treaties” (C.1). 

	 And while yesterday the British tab-
loids exulted, the former Labour Pre-
mier Tony Blair commented from Da-
vos, where he is a guest of the WEF: “It 
is like shooting in one’s head” (C.2). 

	 “I am confident that, if a referendum 
will take place, the United Kingdom 
will decide to stay in Europe and will 
share the future with us,” said on the 
contrary the Italian Premier Mario 
Monti, again from the WEF in Davos 
(C.3). 

	 Cameron, though, from his side has 
assured that he wants to stay in Europe 
(C.4). “I want the European Union to 
be a success. And I want a relationship 
between Great Britain and the EU that 
sees us in the Union,” he said (C.5). 
“I am no isolationist” and, stating his 
vision for a “more flexible” Europe, he 
said he wants “a better agreement” for 
London, “but also for Europe” (C.6). 
Which has to be different, with “power 
that can go back to the member states, 
not only get away from them” (C.7). 
And he continued “Countries are dif-
ferent. They make different choices. 
We cannot harmonize everything.” 
(C.8). Because frustration grows, and 
today “the disappointment towards 
the EU is higher than ever,” he warned 
(C.9). “I am speaking as a British Prime 
Minister with a positive view of the fu-
ture of the European Union. A future 
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in which Great Britain wants to play an 
active and engaged part. If we do not 
face the challenges, the risk is that Eu-
rope will fail and the Britons will drift 
towards the exit. I do not want this to 
happen, I want the European Union to 
be a success. And I want a relationship 
between Great Britain and the EU that 
sees us in the Union” (C.10).
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Abstract
This paper addresses the increased use of data and data visualization in newsrooms, which has yielded 
a new form of storytelling: data stories. In journalism, data stories or storytelling with data are the new 
buzzwords. What journalists mean by data stories, however, remains blurred. We use the emergence of 
data stories as an opportunity to describe the changing understanding of journalistic storytelling. Based on 
interviews with editorial leaders, data journalists, developers, and designers in 26 major news organizations 
in Europe, we focus on practitioners’ perspective on data stories. In our empirical study, we identified 
seven key features of journalistic data stories: data, communicative function, the textual-visual relationship, 
structure and design of a story, interactivity, and the meta-story. These findings contribute to rethinking the 
narrative approach to journalism.
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1	 Introduction 

The way journalists understand and do 
journalism is changing. Digital technolo-
gies, big and open data, and the datafica-
tion of many aspects of life are permeat-
ing newsrooms and have led to new forms 
in journalism. One of these forms is data 
journalism. Data journalism affects pro-
fessional practices in newsrooms and thus 
the artifacts produced within this profes-
sional domain. Today, “(j)ournalists, data 
scientists and computational journalists 
are all storytellers” (Marconi, Siegman  & 
Machine Journalist, 2017, p. 6). This state-
ment is indicative of changes in journalis-
tic storytelling: from writing as the main 
semiotic mode to coding and visualizing 
as pivotal elements of digital storytelling. 

One key definition of data journal-
ism, often cited in the relevant literature, 
blogs, and websites is that data journalism 
involves “gathering, cleaning, organizing, 
analyzing, visualizing and publishing data 
to support the creation of acts of journal-
ism” (Howard in Hamilton, 2016, p.  297; 

Sunne, 2016). Rinsdorf and Boers (2016, 
p. 1) define data journalism as “a qualita-
tively new way of reporting which gains 
insights about relevant societal trends by 
analyzing open datasets using (semi-)au-
tomatized methods to detect meaningful 
patterns in data structure.” In this sense, 
data journalism is understood as both a 
process, i. e., analyzing large datasets and 
telling stories with data, and a product, 
including data visualization and other tex-
tual outputs based on data (Ausserhofer, 
2017, p. 4). Arguably, data journalism as a 
process has the ability to reveal the story 
within data, and data visualization as a 
product – a visual representation – enables 
its users to see this story.

With the emergence of data jour-
nalism, there is also an increased use of 
data visualization in newsrooms (Rogers, 
Schwabish, & Bowers, 2017), and data vi-
sualizations are at the heart of data stories. 
Usually, data visualization plays a signifi-
cant role in data stories (although it is also 
possible to build data stories on a purely 
textual and numeric basis). Like info-

http://www.seismoverlag.ch
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2017.01.005
mailto:wibke.weber@zhaw.ch
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graphics, data stories can be described 
as multimodal hybrid artifacts that 
weave together numbers, words, images 
and design into a coherent whole (We-
ber, 2017; Engebretsen  & Weber, 2017; 
Kennedy, Hill, Aiello, & Allen, 2016; Cai-
ro, 2016, 2013; Weber & Rall, 2016). The 
close relatedness of data visualization and 
data story might explain why these terms 
are often used synonymously by practi-
tioners.

In this article, we focus on data sto-
ries based on data visualizations that 
range from simple bar charts to complex 
multimodal and interactive stand-alone 
graphics. The article is informed by a qual-
itative interview study on uses of data vi-
sualization in European newsrooms. The 
study included 60 interviews conducted in 
26 newsrooms (see Section 3). In the study, 
we investigated the extent to which data vi-
sualization represents a significant change 
in the practices of journalistic storytelling. 
The overarching questions of this article 
are: What are the key features of journalis-
tic data stories as seen from the newsroom 
and to what extent does the emergence of 
data stories require us to rethink under-

Figure 1:	 Interactive map about “It wasn’t always the East – where Germany votes for the far-
right” combined with a timeline slider and text (courtesy of Berliner Morgenpost)a

a Berliner Morgenpost (23.01.2017), https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/ 

Figure 2:	 Mobile version of the interactive 
map “It wasn’t always the East – 
where Germany votes for the 
far-right” combined with timeline 
slider and search option (courtesy 
of Berliner Morgenpost)a 

a Berliner Morgenpost (23.01.2017), https://interaktiv.morgenpost.
de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/

https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/
https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/
https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/
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standings of journalistic storytelling? The 
aim of this paper is threefold: (i) to devel-
op understanding of the hitherto vague 
term “data stories” by merging theoretical 
and empirical perspectives on journalis-
tic storytelling, (ii) to identify key features 
that characterize “storytelling with data,” 
and (iii) to contribute to the research field 
of journalistic storytelling through our fo-
cus on data visualization by showing that 
a narrative approach does not necessarily 
fall short, but that it needs revision.

Figure  1 illustrates what we mean by 
data story. The multimodal feature titled 
“It wasn’t always the East  – where Ger-
many votes for the far-right” is about the 
development of right-wing populism, far-

right parties and extreme right parties in 
Germany between 1990 and 2013 and was 
published 2017 by the Berliner Morgen-
post, a regional daily newspaper. 

The core of the feature is an interactive 
choropleth map linked to a time slider to 
reveal changes in voting behavior over the 
years. Readers can also browse through the 
map looking for cities they are interested 
in. The data visualization can be regarded 
as a stand-alone graphic (a story map) that 
contains a narrative in itself: a beginning, 
a change, and an ending. At the same time, 
the data visualization works as the starting 
point for the multimodal feature. As such, 
it appears at the top of the web page and 
the mobile page (Fig. 2). The whole feature 

Figure 3:	 Fact check boxes with a claim (left side), the written argument (middle) and data 
visualizations (right side) providing the facts. Excerpt taken from “It wasn’t always the 
East – where Germany votes for the far-right” (courtesy of Berliner Morgenpost)a

a Berliner Morgenpost (23.01.2017), https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/

https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/
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consists of a video, texts, further graphs 
with annotations, five fact check boxes 
(Fig.  3), and a clickable icon that links to 
the data collection and analysis methodol-
ogy, what we call the meta-story. 

In the following sections, we first out-
line theoretical approaches and studies 
related to our research focus (Section  2). 
This is followed by a description of the 
methodology applied in our study (Sec-
tion 3). Then we present the findings: the 
key features of data stories that lead to 
rethinking the narrative approach in jour-
nalism (Section  4). The article concludes 
with a summary of the main findings and 
an outlook on further research questions 
(Section 5). 

2	 Related work and  
theoretical approaches 

As a relatively new phenomenon the term 
“data stories” is widely used on blogs, web-
sites, and podcasts (e. g., Bertini & Stefan-
er, n. d.). However, seen from a scholarly 
perspective, it lacks a clear definition. 
Data stories are based on numerical and/
or categorical data 1. So, the starting point 
of the journalistic work is collecting data 
or searching for open datasets and ana-
lyzing them with the aim of finding pat-
terns, clusters or statistical outliers that 
are newsworthy and worth sharing. The 
findings are mostly presented in data vi-
sualizations. Based on several definitions, 
we define data visualization as a visual 
representation of data created to ampli-
fy the cognitive processing and the social 
application of the data represented (Borgo 
et  al., 2013; Card, Mackinlay,  & Shneider-
man, 1999). Classic data visualizations are 
graphs, charts, maps and timelines, or a 
combination of these. 

The term “data stories” suggests that 
we are dealing with narrative. A narrative 
is defined by Alan Bell (1991) as a sequence 
of events that are temporally structured 
and coherently related to each other with 
bonds of (strong or weak) causality. Jahn 
(2017) defines story in a similar way, as “a 
1	 The concepts and techniques relevant to the 

coding process are highlighted in italics.

sequence of events involving characters”; 
he further describes events as “natural and 
non-natural happenings.” An example of a 
minimal story given by E. M. Forster (1974, 
p.  93 f.) is “The king died and then the 
queen died.” For that we need a beginning, 
an end, and a change in between. Howev-
er, we know from ethnographic studies in 
the field of newsmaking that journalists 
often use “story” and “news” synonymous-
ly because both refer to happenings (Mer-
minod, 2016; Perrin, 2015). When journal-
ists talk about storytelling, they mean not 
only “narrating” but also other text-lin-
guistic practices such as describing, ex-
plaining, and arguing (Perrin, 2015, 2011). 
These text-linguistic practices have been 
described by Brinker (2010), who distin-
guishes between four basic ways in which 
a topic can be presented: descriptive, nar-
rative, explicative, and argumentative. 
Thus the distinction researchers make the-
oretically between describing, narrating, 
explaining, and arguing remains blurred 
in the field of practice.2 

Similar terminological slippage can 
be found in a report on data journalism 
by Rogers, Schwabish and Bowers (2017). 
Based on a survey, they provide a classi-
fication of data stories that is “based on 
the types of news produced from it” (Rog-
ers, Schwabish, & Bowers, 2017, p. 6). The 
three main types are: “(i)  stories that are 
enriched by data; (ii) stories that use data 
to investigate; (iii)  stories that explain 
data.” The classification and the report’s 
use of the term “story” address the work 
of data journalists in general, rather than 
understanding stories as defined in the 
field of narratology. That is why, seen from 
the theoretical perspective of narratolo-
gy, journalistic storytelling often appears 
fragmentary. In this regard, Kosara (2017) 
states that in the field of data visualization, 
many so-called data stories only present 
facts without a story arc. In his case study, 
he describes different narrative patterns 
and argument structures in data stories. 
Segel and Heer (2010) also identified dif-

2	 Describing means showing by giving an-
swers to the four Ws “who,” “what,” “when,” 
“where.” Explaining and arguing addresses 
questions concerning the “how” and “why.”
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ferent narrative structures in data stories. 
They distinguish between an “author-driv-
en” and a “reader-driven” approach by 
connecting two inherent components 
that characterize data stories: narrativity 
and interactivity. According to Ryan (2006, 
p.  99), a linear structure enables the pro-
ducers to tell a story (“top-down-design”). 
This is what Segel and Heer (2010, p. 1146) 
call the “author-driven” approach, which 
fits best “when the goal is storytelling or 
efficient communication.” In contrast, a 
highly interactive nonlinear dramatur-
gy requires a “bottom-up-input from the 
user” (Ryan, 2006, p.  99). Segel and Heer 
call this nonlinear type the “reader-driven 
approach” (Segel  & Heer, 2010, p.  1146). 
In this case, the user is given maximum 
information to explore and the data visu-
alization turns into “a tool for readers to 
analyze what’s being presented to them” 
(Cairo, 2013, p. 73). 

Experts and practitioners in the field 
of data visualization and data journalism 
often refer to the terms “reader-driven” 
(or user-driven) and “author-driven” as 
exploratory and explanatory (Bradshaw, 
2017; González Veira, 2017). The journal-
ist Paul Bradshaw discusses this point on 
his blog: “At the heart of this move from 
the exploratory to the explanatory is a 
problem that game designers have grap-
pled with for years: how much do you let 
someone explore a world (of information, 
in this case), and how much do you exer-
cise editorial control in order to create an 
experience that larger groups are going to 

want to engage with?” He continues, “How 
much responsibility to [sic] we have for the 
stories that people tell with our informa-
tion? And how much responsibility do we 
have for delivering as much information 
as someone needs? This is the story vs in-
formation problem in a nutshell” (Brad-
shaw, 2017). 

A third category of data story exists 
that results from the hybridization process 
of the two types: the linear-nonlinear type 
(Weber, 2017, 2013). The main story line 
is given by the author, but the user may 
explore datasets at a certain stage of the 
story. The advantage for users is that the 
information is conveyed in a structured 
way with the option to explore the data 
to a certain degree. A variation of this lin-
ear-nonlinear type is the “Martini glass 
structure” (Segel & Heer, 2010), where the 
users are guided step by step through the 
visualization and at the end they can ex-
plore the data by themselves (Fig. 4).

Further research has recently been 
conducted to advance the discussion on 
narrative visualizations. Brehmer, Lee, 
Bach, Riche, and Munzner (2016) found 
that timelines and time series, which offer 
a sequence of narrative points, and visual-
ization sequences (e. g., small multiples) 
seem to work better to transform data into 
stories (according to Bell’s definition) than 
simple charts or exploratory data visual-
izations (Hullman, Kosara,  & Lam, 2017; 
Brehmer et  al., 2016). According to Breh-
mer et  al., smooth animated transitions 
between narrative points can foster the co-

Figure 4:	 Narrative pattern of the linear-nonlinear type: the Martini glass structure.  
(Source: W. Weber)
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herence of a story. Stolper, Lee, Riche, and 
Stasko (2016) looked for narrative tech-
niques that data-storytellers use today and 
compared them to those identified by Se-
gel and Heer (2010). Informed by an analy-
sis of a large dataset of visualizations with 
a focus on asynchronous, author-driven 
data stories, Stolper et  al. present sever-
al new storytelling techniques such as 
linking between text and chart, creatively 
constraining the reader through scrolling, 
brushing and linking between visualiza-
tions, linking elements through color or 
animation, or the scrollytelling technique. 
The simplest narrative technique they 
found is using a textual narrative and in-
terspersing visualizations throughout. 
Timelines, slide shows, and data videos 
are often used to trigger storytelling be-
cause of their inherent linear structure. 
Scrollytelling involves a story unfolding 
as the user scrolls down the page and the 
visualizations that are embedded in the 
article appear at the appropriate time. 
Scrolling also triggers changes in the visu-
alization itself, e. g., zooming out from the 
visualization (Stolper et  al., 2016). In this 
case, both the visualization and text form 
the narrative. 

From these theoretical considerations 
and empirical studies, we are able to de-
duce criteria for our analysis of our inter-
views. The methodology we used to pro-
duce these findings will be explained in 
the following section, which is followed by 
a presentation of the findings themselves. 

3	 Methodology

To understand practitioners’ perspectives 
on storytelling with data we interviewed 
60  data journalists, designers, develop-
ers, and newsroom leaders in 26  major 
news organizations in six European coun-
tries: Norway (NO), Sweden (SE), Den-
mark (DK), Germany (DE), Switzerland 
(CH), and the United Kingdom (UK). The 
interviews took place from March 2016 to 
February 2017. The newsroom types range 
from national broadcasters, national 
broadsheet and tabloid newspapers to re-
gional broadcasters and newspapers and 

online news providers. The interviews 
were conducted face-to-face in the re-
spective newsroom or via video confer-
encing according to a semi-structured 
interview guide. Each interview took 
about one hour, was recorded as audio file 
and then transcribed and anonymized. To 
aid comparison, the main aspects of the 
Scandinavian and German-speaking in-
terviews were translated into English. 

The results presented here are one 
of several outputs of the interview study 
(see also Engebretsen, Kennedy, & Weber, 
2017). For the purposes of this paper, the 
focus of our analysis lies on journalistic 
storytelling and narrative data visualiza-
tion. For the qualitative content analysis of 
the data corpus (Mayring, 2000), we used 
the software tools MAXQDA and Nvivo. 
Five coding categories were developed 
deductively based on the literature review 
in section  2: data, communicative func-
tion, textual-visual relationship, structure 
or architecture, and interactivity. Two fur-
ther categories emerged inductively from 
the interview data: design and meta-story. 
By design we mean – in a very simplified 
definition  – the dimension of the visual 
performance. By meta-story, we mean text 
elements produced in order to make the 
journalistic methods transparent which 
is regarded as crucial in data journalism 
(Rinsdorf  & Boers, 2016; Matzat, 2016), 
such as a “How-we-did-it”-story. 

We coded our interviews by looking 
for these features: 

1	 Data: statements regarding how the re-
spondents deal with data as a basic ele-
ment of data stories.

2	 Communicative function (purpose): key 
words indicating the communicative 
intention of the producers, e. g., to tell, 
to explain, to argue visually. 

3	 Textual-visual relationship: the inter-
relationship or interplay between text 
and visualization. 

4	 Visual Design: keywords like aesthetics, 
style, performance, looking good, at-
tractive. 

5	 The structure or architecture: linear and 
nonlinear ways of storytelling. 
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6	 Interactivity: users’ involvement and 
engagement with the story and the op-
tion to interact with the data visualiza-
tion (e. g., “search for,” “find out,” “ex-
plore”).

7	 The meta-story: transparency concern-
ing data sources and data analysis.

In what follows, we summarize the find-
ings from our analysis of the interviews. 

4	 Results

The coding process has led to seven key 
features that characterize journalistic data 
stories. These key features are corroborat-
ed by anonymized excerpts taken from the 
interviews. The origin of each citation is 
indicated by the respective country in pa-
rentheses after the quote to underline that 
this is not a single statement or phenom-
enon in only one news organization but a 
trend we have identified in several news-
rooms across different countries.

4.1	 Data: the core of data storytelling
Our study clearly indicates that data is in-
creasingly used to find a story and often 
shapes the core of a story. As mentioned 
above, story is defined as a coherent se-
quence of events. In data journalism, data 
teams first have to find these “events” in 
the data by data mining, scraping web-
sites, filtering and analyzing datasets. 
Many interviewees stressed the possibili-
ty of finding new stories that could not be 
told without the analysis and visualization 
of data. 

Sometimes the data is almost a story and 

sometimes the data supports a story. (…) All 

the stories they do have the data almost as a 

starting point; the data is really interesting 

and from there they reveal things or they find 

interesting things, so in that case the data is 

the start of the story. (UK)

And so [text-centric journalism] is what we’re 

trying to fight against now, is the idea that ac-

tually if you do data and graphics properly, 

(…) it might help you to find the stories in the 

first place, and people like (ANONYMIZED) 

here are great data journalists who are actual-

ly finding stories by deeply diving into data in 

the first place. (UK)

Numbers and statistics are not complete-
ly new in journalism, but new software 
tools and the opening up of public data 
help journalists to use them more analyt-
ically. Now, data journalists consider data 
as an essential semiotic resource in news 
reporting, similar to verbal texts, images 
and audio. 

Someone described it quite nicely as it be-

ing like a lump of clay and you’ve got to get a 

good feel for it before you decide whether it’s 

going to be a bowl or a vase. (…) I definitely 

would say that with numbers, it’s good to ex-

plore them and turn them on their heads and 

try them in different ways and see where the 

story is. (UK)

An important aspect of modernizing our jour-

nalism is to dig into large databases, under-

stand what they tell us and present it visually 

for the reader. (NO)

A question, a problem, or an idea can pre-
cede the data search.

At the beginning, you have an idea or a dataset 

or a data source from which the story emerg-

es. Both are possible. If the idea is at the be-

ginning, it takes the most effort to search for 

data; it often takes weeks or months for data 

collecting. If you already have the dataset at 

the beginning, then it’s easier. (DE)

One point that is striking is that coding 
from scratch can be seen as a new element 
that forms the story and a highly valued 
skill for journalistic storytelling (cf. Rogers 
et al., 2017, p. 9).

We, the interactive team, set up our own sys-

tem. That means, we are right in the code. 

(DE)

4.2	 The communicative function: the act 
of showing

Data stories based on data visualization 
show something visually that is hard to 
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explain verbally. They intend to make the 
reader see and facilitate understanding 
(Kirk, 2016, p. 21). Our analysis of the in-
terviews has shown that data teams em-
ploy narrative, explanatory, and argumen-
tative techniques, even though they do not 
use such terms. 

Saying, look, here you can see the way in 

which something has developed – this works 

as an argument. (CH)

I believe that this is the core of our mission, 

to try to mediate what is correct and true. To 

find the facts. And facts are often represented 

by numbers. How many inhabitants are there 

in our city? That number is a fact, and it does 

not lie. (NO)

We’re trying to say look, we’ve looked at this, 

it’s difficult data but we’ve done that and now 

we can communicate quite a simple story to 

you. (UK)

Common terms interviewees used to de-
scribe their communicative intentions 
are “to offer insight” (UK), “to explain 
more easily” (SE), “to communicate clear-
ly, more clearly than words can” (UK), “to 
tell several facets in detail, which in text is 
only possible in an aggregated form” (DE), 
to make stories “more accessible” (DK), “to 
reveal deplorable state of affairs” (CH), “to 
help people understand the world” (UK).

These statements corroborate the 
assertion of Rinsdorf and Boers that new 
practices of data journalism may be seen 
as a “part of a general switch in journal-
ism from a focus on news and scoops to 
background information and the explana-
tion of current trends“ (Rinsdorf & Boers, 
2016, p. 2). Thus, data stories can work as 
background stories in order to give more 
detailed explanations. 

Moreover, data visualization is used to 
argue visually by providing empirical evi-
dence. Thus, it gives support to the claims 
made verbally in the text (Kosara, 2017). 

It’s when the work you’re doing explains 

things that are perceived in different ways, 

so it’s when you are trying to communicate 

something new, something that is hidden 

behind the data, something that most of the 

people perceive in different ways, then you 

feel like you’re really trying to communicate 

truth. (UK)

Visualizations help to convey things in a bet-

ter way, to interpret things and to learn things. 

Visualizations are tools, visual arguments, and 

in this regard they do better than text. (DE)

In data stories, with large amounts of visu-
al-verbal content, the scrollytelling tech-
nique is often employed for the interplay 
between visualization and text, which will 
be discussed further in the next section.

4.3	 The textual-visual relationship 
Many interviewees see potential for new 
narrative techniques through their use 
and visualization of data. Two main pat-
terns of text-visualization relationship 
can be identified from the interviews. The 
first is data visualization as a stand-alone 
graphic, which represents a single multi-
modal unit and coherent whole or a story 
in itself, usually followed by an article that 
provides additional information and fur-
ther aspects. This kind of visualization is 
often placed at the top of the page as an 
eye-catcher and starting point of a longer 
feature or long-form article. In this way, 
one interviewee argues that the data visu-
alization is more than an add-on; it plays a 
role in defining the structure of the story: 

So, in fact it would be completely wrong to do 

the graphics at the end of the process because, 

if you do them well enough, they should be in-

fluencing the structure of your text. So, we’re 

on a journey towards that. (UK)

The second pattern is text alternating with 
data visualization and other elements 
(e. g., video, audio) in a sequential struc-
ture.

A new trend is that we divide an article up in 

distinct sections, instead of just a wall of text. 

And a graph can here work as a nice break 

in the reading, and it can be placed exactly 

where it belongs in the story. (NO)
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It is easy to insert the visualization into the 

text – exactly at this place where the text talks 

about the issue. So, we cut the print graphic 

in several pieces and scatter it over the online 

text. (CH)

We are now developing a new template, more 

flexible than the standard news template. 

(…) Here we can insert images, citations, dia-

grams, videos etc. in addition to text elements. 

I think it will inspire us to think in new ways 

about news stories. (SE)

Many interviewees stated that data vi-
sualization is the driving force of a data 
story, even when it is a simple graphic or 
diagram. According to click-through rates, 
visual data stories are more attractive than 
text-based stories.

The editor-in-chief of Al Jazeera emphasizes: 

give the people broccoli and ice cream. That’s 

their principle. Ice cream is the lead, the teas-

er, that is the visualization; and broccoli is the 

hard stuff below, for those who are interested 

in it, but if you want you can skip it. (DE)

The reader stats tell us that when we insert a 

simple data visualization in a story, readers 

stay on the page a little longer. (SE)

So, the copy is written – so we decide together 

on the structure and on the story itself, and 

then the story flows and the visuals are really 

integrated in the story. So, they are part of the 

story. They are the story. And the copy is in-

tegrated as well. So, you know, it’s visuals and 

text. (UK)

Often in our stories we use the scrolling tech-

nique. It is not necessary to click but to scroll, 

if you scroll down, something will happen in 

the story. That’s how we tell the story, how 

we do it  – maybe the correct term for this is 

scrollytelling. (DE)

However, to keep readers interested and 
hooked, it is not enough to develop a visu-
al data story. Most interviewees acknowl-
edged that the story necessarily has to 
look good. As we will outline in the next 
section, an attractive and engaging design 

therefore plays a central role in data sto-
rytelling. 

4.4	 Visual design matters
In the context of a data story, design con-
cerns all the visible elements that create the 
visual performance of the data story: how 
the data is presented. Visual design plays 
a major role in data stories and in multi-
modal artifacts in general (e. g., van Leeu-
wen, 2005; Kress  & van Leeuwen, 1996). 
Design elements such as font, color, size, 
alignment, form, position, texture, lines 
and spacing work as organizers, providing 
orientation, cohesion, and coherence to a 
journalistic artifact (Engebretsen & Weber, 
2017; Weber  & Rall, 2016; Kennedy et  al., 
2016; Hullman & Diakopoulos, 2011). 

There was a near consensus among 
the interviewees that aesthetics is more 
than “nice to have.” 

It is getting more and more important. No-

body looks at a graphic that looks bad. (DE) 

When I read a story that is well designed and 

embedded in an aesthetic context, I consider 

the story more reliable. (DE) 

Obviously we’ve got to get the informative 

done after we engage them, so they’ve got to 

look pretty to engage. (UK)

You have a much better chance to attract the 

younger readers if you present them with an 

image and some kind of dynamics. Maybe it is 

more aesthetic than it is actually pedagogical, 

but it might still be a good thing to do, because 

you reach a group not very interested in news. 

(SE)

And sometimes our readers will use some 

more time on the story because the graphic 

looks good. (DK)

Simply because aesthetics, you know, they 

help you get the story in a better way. So, you 

know, if it looks nicer, then you will spend 

more time with it, basically. (UK)

According to the interviewees, an attrac-
tive and user-friendly design is a prereq-
uisite for capturing the readers’ interest 
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and drawing them into the story. Then, the 
structure of the story is the crucial point 
in establishing whether the data visualiza-
tion is engaging or not.

4.5	 The structure: tending towards the 
Martini glass structure

As mentioned in Section 2, there are three 
main patterns for developing data stories: 
(i) the linear, author-driven approach with 
a step by step dramaturgy; (ii) the non-lin-
ear exploratory reader-driven approach; 
(iii)  the hybrid linear-nonlinear pattern 
known as the Martini glass structure. It 
emerged from the interviews that some 
data teams are tending towards the Marti-
ni glass structure, first to tell the basic sto-
ry in a linear way and then to open up the 
data visualization for exploration. 

There’s that old Martini glass theory about 

data visualisation, which is: give somebody 

something to hold onto and then hit them 

with the broader stuff later, and I think there is 

something in that, certainly this is one of our 

most successful ways of telling stories. (UK)

And you could offer the content step by step – 

first show one sample in the news story and 

then say: please, you are now welcome to ex-

plore the rest of the data! (NO)

It depends on the story we want to tell and it 

depends on how much we expect the reader 

to spend because most of the time readers 

don’t have the time to play with the stuff we 

produce, so we have to find the right balance 

and to produce some work that helps the 

reader to understand at the first glance but 

also gives the possibility to dig more into the 

content so in that way we cover both. (UK)

One interviewee outlined that sometimes 
they offer a series of Martini glass-struc-
tured data visualizations. 

We used a structural principle I found works 

well. It was linear on the story-level, but with 

numerous openings for further exploration at 

different points in the main story. So, it was 

both linear and networked. (NO)

While the stem of the Martini glass  – the 
step by step pattern  – symbolizes a se-
quential structure, the bowl enables users 
to interact with the graphic, which leads us 
to the next key feature: interactivity.

4.6	 Interactivity: find your story 
The main difference between text-based 
stories and visual data stories with non-lin-
ear exploratory elements is that the latter 
comprise potentially manifold narratives 
embedded in one single data visualization. 
They possess the ability to foster engage-
ment, i. e., to encourage users to look for 
further stories on their own. Thus, inter-
active data stories create a modern form 
of dialogic journalism (cf.  Engebretsen, 
2006). One interviewee called it “You-jour-
nalism,” and many confirmed this point, 
as seen in the following quotes:

We sometimes have a large dataset underly-

ing our news stories, and sometimes we give 

them an interactive interface for the reader 

to explore by herself. That creates a modern 

form of “You-journalism,” as it gives you the 

opportunity to check out your own neighbor-

hood or something similar. In that way, we 

can offer much more information than just 

the one example we select to angle the news 

story. (NO)

We found the best way to connect with the 

audience and get them to really engage and 

understand the story is to make it personally 

relevant to each individual one of them. (UK)

To attract users’ interest, data teams usu-
ally demonstrate in the basic story how 
to use the data visualization (“this is what 
the data can tell you here”) before leaving 
the data to the users. Thus, they expect a 
higher level of interest than in text-based 
stories.

When we say to the readers “Here you can 

check out your own local area,” it means that 

the story becomes stronger than when we 

pick out one case to illustrate the general top-

ic. (NO)

So sometimes we put the data out there in the 

visual, but in a more exploratory way. So, peo-
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ple can look for their own  – you know, if it’s 

geography, they can search by their location 

and they can get the micro stories. They can 

get into the stories through their location and 

through their own interests. (UK)

This could be a map, which tells one possible 

story very concisely, and at the end the reader 

has the option to look for his or her own loca-

tion, how does it affect me. But the basic story 

is already told. (DE)

Sometimes this kind of data story is built 
on a quiz format to increase engagement.

In the last months, we try some new things, 

not very big and not the classical visualiza-

tions, but interactive, such as quizzes. We 

think they are a good way because they are 

playful and they are well suited to conveying 

complex content. (CH)

To communicate their journalistic practic-
es clearly, data stories are usually linked to 
a meta-story, which will be taken up in the 
next section.

4.7	 The meta-story: making  
processes transparent

The process of producing data visualiza-
tions is a more complex and non-trans-
parent one than producing verbal texts 
and photos  – and thus calls for a stron-
ger awareness of transparency and 
trust-building. In data journalism, trans-
parency has become a common principle 
(Sunne, 2016). For most of the interview-
ees, transparency is a sine qua non. Trans-
parency means: stating the source, includ-
ing a link to the data sources, providing 
access to the raw data (e. g., downloadable 
as Excel files or on platforms like Github), 
explaining the methodology, or all of these 
(Fig. 5).

Figure 5:	 Questions and answers concerning the methodology of “It wasn’t always the East – 
where Germany votes for the far-right.” In addition, a link is provided to download the 
data (courtesy of Berliner Morgenpost)a

a Berliner Morgenpost (23.01.2017), from https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo-deutschland-rechts-waehlt/

https://interaktiv.morgenpost.de/wo
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It is important to include verbal explanations 

and we say what has been omitted and for 

what reason. Sometimes we publish an extra 

article to explain: what can data tell us and 

what not. (CH)

It’s important to explain how and why you de-

cided to go that way so you make things clear 

and you explain to the reader there is also 

another side of the story, like being clear by 

explaining methodology, by giving the proper 

scales, by giving the proper legends, annota-

tions and data sources, all of them together 

will help the reader understand, and reas-

sure actually the reader also that what you’re 

showing is not something built on just some 

perception. (UK)

Interviewees regarded the meta-story as 
an important part of the data story. This 
“how-we-did-it”-element can be integrat-
ed into the story, but usually it appears at 
the end of a story in a fact box or as a link 
(Figure 5). 

We need to make room for an explanation, 

typically a fact box. Sometimes the issues we 

are working on can be so controversial that we 

need to make a separate story about what we 

have done with the data. (DK)

Sometimes, this is a part of the story: to ex-

plain the methods applied. There are also cas-

es where the methodology must be described 

very clearly and in detail, so it is not possible 

to incorporate the methods in the story be-

cause it would take up too much space. There-

fore, we create a special box where we explain 

the methodology. And in the story, we refer to 

the box. (CH)

For almost every story we have a “read me” file 

that kind of explains, this is what we reported, 

this is what data we used. And sometimes it’ll 

have extra contextual stuff where we’ve had 

those sorts of discussions; there will be an ex-

planation of the methodology if you like. But 

that isn’t in the body of the article (…). (UK)

Rinsdorf and Boers (2016) regard transpar-
ency – in addition to fact checking – as a 
strategy of quality management: allowing 
readers to sift through the data, check 

what journalists have done, evaluate the 
methods applied, and verify their findings. 
Even readers who will not spend time on 
such activities may appreciate being posi-
tioned as qualified for doing so (cf. Enge-
bretsen, 2017).

Sometimes we publish the complete source 

code, the analysis script to show how we pro-

cessed the data so that the user can under-

stand our approach and maybe detect errors. 

(CH)

What we are doing in this project for the first 

time is that we make the R-code available with 

R Markdown, in addition to the raw data. And 

we explain why we do this. (DE)

Another thing is to be open in a manner that 

makes readers actually eager to check out 

what we have done. One possible way is, I 

guess, to state clearly how we have used the 

data, and what we have chosen as an angle 

to the story. And we could also approach this 

similar to what is done in research, constantly 

ask ourselves, “Is this correct?,” and then show 

alternative ways to interpret and visualize the 

numbers. (NO)

Another aspect of the meta-story is how 
data stories are shared, re-shaped and 
continued in discussions and commen-
taries on social media. Most of the inter-
viewees agreed that social media are an 
essential part of their work. They produce 
special graphics or animated gifs for social 
media to draw people into the data story, 
to increase click rates and to trigger dis-
cussions.

We always distribute a gif or a screenshot on 

Twitter or Facebook to promote our interac-

tive visualizations so that people realize: hey, 

here is something visual to discover. (CH)

It should have a wow effect! Something that 

has come lately is the explainer in video for-

mat, presented on Facebook or Youtube. Here, 

the graphics are embedded in the video and 

it is all perceived as a linear narrative. It hap-

pens more and more. An important reason for 

this is that video is so easy to share on social 

media. (NO)
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However, the benefits or effects of sharing 
graphics on social media are not part of 
this study. 

5	 Conclusion

New technologies and the opening up of 
public data have brought data into news-
rooms, inviting journalists to tell stories 
with data and through data visualizations. 
The current prevalence of data in Western 
culture is pushing numbers as a semiotic 
resource  – besides text and images  – to-
wards the center of journalistic practices. 
In data stories, data plays a core role, and 
the patterns, outliers, relationships, cor-
relations, or differences found in the data 
act as a stimulus to initiate the process 
of storytelling. The interviewees called 
this kind of stories “data-driven, data-in-
formed stories.” To see and show what is 
striking in the dataset, journalists need to 
visualize the data. Kirk (2016, p.  21) calls 
this process of making data visible “the 
act of representation.” This process of vi-
sualization can lead to a simple bar chart, 
a map, a stand-alone visualization, or a 
combination of text and visualizations. 

Data journalists aim to convey a 
clear message through the act of showing 
through visualization. This act of showing 
consists of narrative, explanatory, and ar-
gumentative elements and structures. In 
addition, data stories often enable users 
to choose their own story, their individu-
al angle on the story by exploring the data 
by themselves. As the interviewees point-
ed out, one single data visualization “can 
tell different stories, not only one.” Look-
ing for the story most personally relevant 
triggers involvement. Offering multiple 
micro stories, the Martini glass structure 
with its linear-nonlinear dramaturgy, ex-
emplifies this, a compromise between an 
author-driven and a reader-driven struc-
ture: Firstly, data journalists handle data-
sets more from distance, which means 
from an authorial point of view offering 
one or the basic story; the aim is to show 
the users how to read the visualization and 
not to overwhelm them with data. Second-
ly, the data visualization opens up many 

possible individual stories with a more 
personal narrative point of view. Providing 
data through data visualizations calls for 
transparency regarding journalistic prac-
tices and editorial processes. Transparen-
cy as a qualitative management strategy 
and an ethical standard in data journal-
ism means explaining the process of data 
collection, analysis, and presentation and 
allowing users to check the data work of 
the journalists. Last but not least, another 
aspect of visual communication is gaining 
center stage in journalistic storytelling: 
design – how the data is presented. To at-
tract readers’ interest on a website or on 
social media, data stories with a compel-
ling visual design are more successful than 
text-centric stories. By tweeting or post-
ing a screenshot of a data visualization on 
social media, the visibility of a data story, 
and thus, of a news organization, can be 
increased. 

Although data visualizations often 
constitute or are included in textual struc-
tures with elements of narrativity, there 
are reasons to discuss whether  narrative 
is the most relevant term for the concep-
tualization of exploratory data visualiza-
tions. A basic characteristic of narrative 
in a traditional sense, is, as earlier noted, 
the unbroken chain of events, where tem-
poral and causal relations create the co-
herence of the story (Bell, 1991). This is 
hardly the case when the communication 
is user-driven rather than author-driven. 
Further, the term narrative will, in tra-
ditional text theory, often be related to a 
distinct voice, a narrator. Genette (1980) 
refers to the platonic distinction between 
diegesis and mimesis when he talks about 
“pure narrative” and “perfect imitation” in 
literary works. This distinction is closely 
related to what we in everyday speech refer 
to as “telling and showing,” and which in 
the context of journalism education is of-
ten found in the form of normative advice: 
“Show, don’t tell!” (e. g., Mencher, 1997, 
p. 154). Following this line of thought, we 
can suggest that data-driven news stories 
structured around the Martini glass model 
result in a mix of telling and showing, die-
gesis and mimesis, although the mimesis 
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part  – the imitation of the world  – is of a 
highly abstracted kind. 

To sum up, we identified seven key 
features of journalistic data stories. These 
are: data as the core of a story, the diverse 
communicative purposes, the new textu-
al-visual relationships, new structures and 
forms of story design, different kinds of in-
teractivity, and the increasing importance 
of the meta-story. Given these key fea-
tures, it is definitely the case that under-
standings of journalistic storytelling need 
to be re-thought. We might not want to go 
as far as saying that a narrative approach 
to journalistic practice is not at all useful. 
But our interview analysis has shown that 
besides narration there are other textual 
practices, visual elements, structural pat-
terns, and interactive techniques in jour-
nalistic artifacts today which require us to 
rethink what we understand as journal-
istic storytelling such that we have to ei-
ther (i) update our understanding of what 
counts as a story or (ii)  stop calling jour-
nalism stories. Either way, it is clear that 
traditional definitions of stories do not ap-
ply in the contemporary news production 
landscape.

Our empirical findings can be seen 
as a first step to rethinking the narrative 
approach. It can also be seen as a contri-
bution to understanding a bigger picture 
of the significant changes that journal-
istic practices and newsmaking are un-
dergoing. To enlighten the discussion on 
whether data stories fulfill the criteria for 
a story as discussed in narrative theory, 
and in what ways they represent new nar-
rative forms and functions, we need fur-
ther analysis of the artifacts themselves, 
the data stories. This is the next step for 
research in this area. 
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