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INTRODUCTION

IB T. GULBRANDSEN (Roskilde University, Denmark)
ANDRA SIIBAK (University of Tartu, Estonia)
PILLE PRUULMANN-VENGERFELDT (Malmé University, Sweden)

What is your academic spirit animal? We asked that of the young scholars
gathered in Roskilde University’s auditorium on a warm summer afternoon
in 2023. And we asked them to draw it. And as senior scholars responsi-
ble for running the ECREA Summer School, we joined the discussion and
drawing. Pille’s spirit animal was a hermit crab, because she likes to gather
ideas, thoughts and methods and make her own home out of a mishmash
of things. Andra’s spirit animal was an elephant as similar to elephants who
are dedicated to taking care of their calves, Andra believes it is important
to teach important academic life-skills and hacks to one’s doctoral students.
Ib’s spirit animal was a peacock, because... well, no further explanation
necessary. The summer school students’ spirit animals were dogs, dolphins,
deers, dragons, and an abundance of other creatures. Some offered pro-
found explanations for their animal of choice; others justified their choice
based on what animal they knew how to draw.

In the end, the choice did not really matter. What mattered was the spirit
of things. In particular, the spirit we found in the playful exercise of draw-
ing our academic selves as animals. It offered a different kind of conver-
sation about the challenges scholars engaged in doctoral education face.
Where shyness meets overconfidence, self-deprecation meets self-worth,
and imposter syndrome meets the realisation that you actually know some-
thing. Talking through a spirit animal afforded a wonderful way of recog-
nising each other for who we are, and where we come from; to speak about
the oft unspoken challenges of academic life.

The European Communication Research and Education Association
(ECREA) celebrates its 20th anniversary this year. Since November 25,
2005, when two European communication associations merged, the or-
ganisation has grown significantly. And since its early inception, bringing
together scholars across languages, research interests and disciplinary
backgrounds has remained its raison d’étre. To offer and foster an inclu-
sive spirit for scholars across the broad field of media and communica-
tion studies. More than a decade before ECREA was established, scholars
from different European universities saw value in bringing together PhD
students so they could meet, learn from one another, and become better
academics through critique and knowledge sharing. The idea of bringing
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INTRODUCTION

together PhD students and giving them an opportunity to meet and engage
with one another is at the core of the summer school. Though its location
changes, its students change, its teachers change, the spirit of the summer
school remains the same.

This special issue draws on two groups of summer school students. In
2023 and 2024, Roskilde University hosted the ECREA summer school at
the Department of Communication and Arts. In 2023 we received 102 ap-
plications, of which 50 were offered a spot, representing approx. 40 dif-
ferent universities across Europe, as well as Chile, China, and India. Re-
spective numbers for 2024 were 132 and 50, representing more than 35
different universities across Europe, as well as Canada, India, and Israel.
The summer schools were made possible due to the research project Strat-
egizing Communication and Artificial Intelligence (SCAI) and the generous
support of the VELUX FOUNDATION.

A combined number of 31 lecturers participated in 2023 and 2024. And
we own them a big thanks: Andreas Birkbak, Anne Kaun, Billy Tsagkroni,
Cathrin Bengesser, Chris Peters, Christoph Raetzsch, Dan Jackson, David
Mathieu, David Ongenaert, David Selva Ruiz, Delia Dumitricia, Fredrik
Stiernstedt, Giuliana Sorce, Ib T. Gulbrandsen, Jairo Faria Guedes Coelho,
Jannie Mgller Hartley, John Downey, Julie Uldam, Kim C. Schreder, Louise
Yung Nielsen, Maria Brock, Maria Schreiber, Mariana Scalabrin Miller,
Mark @rsten, Nina Springer, Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, Rasmus Rex
Pedersen, Roman Horbyk, Sine N. Just, Tina Askanius, and Tobias Raun.
Without these people, and without the expert help of Roskilde Universi-
ty’s and ECREA’s administrative staff, the summer school would not have
been possible.

In each summer school, in addition to the feedback sessions, which con-
stitute the core of the Summer School, the participants enjoy an extensive
seven-day schedule engagements, including hands-on workshops, field
visits, round tables, fish bowls, and a social programme. To capture some
elements from these intense and fulfilling days, all participants were invit-
ed to submit an abstract for the summer school special issue in Medialn{
Studia. And for some, submitting an abstract for a special issue and then
putting together a full journal manuscript, marked their first foray into the
fraught world of international, peer-reviewed publication.

The papers selected for the present special issue explore important topics
in the present-day mediatised and digitalised society through different theo-
retical, empirical, and methodological approaches. Each of the contributions
introduces original insights into thematic areas that have triggered consid-
erable scholarly attention through the last few years. Below we will provide
a brief outline of the content of each paper published in this special issue.



ANNA ELISABETH HASSELSTROM - DISTRIBUTING
INSTRUCTIVE AND LEGITIMATE CRISIS COMMUNICA-
TION: COVID-19 PRESS CONFERENCES IN SCANDINAVIA
In the first article of this special issue, Elisabeth Hasselstrém presents
a thematic analysis of press conferences conducted by public health au-
thorities in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Hasselstrém examines how pandemic-related Scandinavian press
conferences framed instructive messages to resonate with the public, pro-
vide explanatory information, and offer actionable guidance in accordance
with the IDEA model. In the article, the author expands the IDEA model to
include legitimacy of crisis leaders. The presented point to how the three
Scandinavian countries implemented all dimensions of the IDEA model,
though with differences. Norway prioritized internalization, explanation,
and legitimacy; Denmark similarly prioritized internalization and legiti-
macy, but action over explanation; whereas Sweden prioritized explana-
tion, emphasizing data transparency and scientific information.

DORA SANTOS-SILVA AND GABRIELA MATOS FERREIRA -

JOURNALISM AND WELL-BEING: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF
MENTAL HEALTH RESEARCH IN NEWS WORK (2000-2024)

The second paper in the special issue is a collaboration between summer
school student Gabriela Matos-Ferreira and her supervisor Dora Santos
Silva, who conducted a systematic literature review at the intersection of
journalism, mental health and wellbeing. Systematic literature reviews fol-
lowing the PRISMA structure are not common in media and communica-
tion studies, but this paper provides an overview of all English-language
papers published between 2000-2024. Identifying relevant papers from
Scopus and Web of Science-indexed journals, the final study summarises
key issues and findings from sixty research papers. Their analysis shows
that the focus of these inquiries has shifted: during 2000-2015, only a few
papers focused on trauma responses. The next period, 2016-2019, shows
small growth and recognition that mental health is a relevant aspect of jour-
nalism studies. The real catalyst for the field is COVID-19, not only inspiring
many more articles directly related to the pandemic but, more generally,
making journalism studies as a field more aware and understanding of the
working conditions and mental health burdens of journalistic work. Their
analysis reveals three dominant thematic clusters: trauma reporting and its
psychological impact; occupational insecurity related to digital disruption;
and a focus on crisis reaction, which marks a more holistic, workplace-cen-
tred approach to mental health and wellbeing in journalism. Their paper
also outlines several important gaps, including conceptual ambiguity,
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alimited geographical scope, a lack of attention to structural and organisa-
tional dimensions, and a lack of longitudinal and comparative studies and
solution-oriented approaches. The systematic literature review identifies
many issues that need to be addressed and studied further and can hopeful-
ly inspire follow-up studies that investigate them in more detail.

BARBARA RAVBAR: SILENCED VOICES AT THE BORDER:
HOW CROATIAN ONLINE MEDIA REPORTED ON THE
UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

The third special issue paper by Barbara Ravbar addresses the Silenced
voices at the Border and investigates how two Croatian online media re-
ported on the Ukrainian refugees across 491 articles. The quantitative data
analysis looks at the article structure, topics in the articles and sources
used in reporting. The analysis covers two most popular Croatian media
outlets index.hr and 24sata.hr, which both enjoy significant readership
and support, but also have a significant group of society that distrusts their
news. Focusing only on the first month of the Russian invasion of Ukraine
(Feb 24 - March 24) the paper captures the peculiar information chaos of
the unprecedented attack. The results show a stark difference in both the
visuals used to illustrate the stories as well as the voices that get heard in
the reporting. The study shows that news outlets tried to capitalise on surg-
ing interest in Ukrainian refugees and tagged articles for search engine
optimisation, even if the articles did not address the refugees at all. Sig-
nificantly, the news outlets relied on the news agency (Hina), showcasing
that online news outlets struggle for resources may mean that they end up
being less diverse than is perhaps desirable for journalistic quality.

MAGNUS JOHANSSON: “IT HAS SNUCK INTO ALL PARTS
OF OUR LIFE” - APHENOMENOLOGICAL ACCOUNT OF

A SWEDISH SINGLE MOTHER’S EXPERIENCES WITH
SCREEN TIME IN EVERYDAY FAMILY LIFE

In the fourth paper for the special issue, Magnus Johansson applied a so-
cial phenomenological perspective to explore the everyday expectations
and negotiations a single mother from Sweden experiences related to the
phenomenon of screen time. Even though the phenomenon of screen
time has been capturing the interests of many scholars and policy mak-
ers during the last few years, qualitative empirical studies that would
dwell into the actual experiences of parents and children on the topic
have been scarce. Thus, Johansson's paper offers interesting and neces-
sary first-hand insights. In his analysis, Johansson suggests that screen
time has become “a ‘naturalized’ part of the life-worlds of present-day



parents; serving as an indication of the experiences, ideals and strug-
gles parents are going through daily. In his analysis of the experiences of
a single mother living with her eight-year-old girl, Johansson eloquent-
ly describes the complex nature of the screen time phenomenon illus-
trating the constant process of negotiations the mother is engaging in,
depending on the modes of attention (e.g. negotiations related to rules,
notions of trust) and inattention due to its ‘naturalized’ and routinized
nature within the domestic space.

JULLIETTA STOENCHEVA:'REAL BULGARIAN MEN’
UNDER THREAT: HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY AND MI-
SOGYNY IN ONLINE DISCUSSIONS ON GENDER ANTAG-
ONISM IN BULGARIA

In the fifth paper of the special issue, Jullietta Stoencheva explores another
issue which has triggered considerable academic interest over the past few
years - the topic of growing misogyny and anti-feminism in online commu-
nities. Most of the empirical research on the topic, however, has been fo-
cused on analysing the developments within the Western countries, while
Stoencheva introduces the manifestations of the phenomenon amongst
the “ordinary” users of an anonymous Bulgarian Q&A platform Spodeli.
Stoencheva’s critical discourse analysis of posts in Spodeli convincingly il-
lustrates how platform affordances such as anonymity, lack of moderation,
accessibility, and visibility facilitate the proliferation of misogynistic dis-
course. Furthermore, her findings indicate that although the discussions in
Spodeli have similarities with Western misogynist/anti-feminist discours-
es, post-communist anxieties around economy and national sovereignty
tend to dominate.

DEBORAH PHARES - EX-MUSLIMS’ DIGITAL DISSENT

A CASEFOR MULTIMODAL CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANAL-
YSIS AND ENUNCIATIVE PRAGMATICS

In the sixth paper of the special issue Deborah Phares recommends using
multimodal critical discourse analysis for studying tweets, enabling to re-
veal how meaning is produced, critique staged and power claimed in the
digital public sphere. When combined with enunciative pragmatics, Phares
argues, the suggested approach ,reveals apostates’ strategic communica-
tive choices and ideological complexity”. A case study about how ex-Mus-
lims articulate critiques of Islam/isms on platform X is used as an example
to illustrate how such methodological choices would help to explore how
meaning is shaped by the interplay of text, image, hashtags, emojis, and
layout in digital platforms such as X.
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AMALIE SCHEEL: LONG COMMENT BRANCH SMPLING
FOR SOCIAL MEDIA RESEARCH

In the final article, Amalie Scheel introduces Long Comment Branch Sam-
pling (LCBS) as a novel strategy for enhancing qualitative research of social
media discussions. Addressing the challenge of purposive and systematic
data sampling, particularly from large datasets from social media, Scheel
introduces LCBS as a way to build upon and combine established digital
methods and ethnographic approaches. Focused on discussions in com-
ment sections, the article offers a structured, iterative process of selecting,
sorting, and synthesizing data, aiming to provide a practical tool for re-
searchers grappling with substantial datasets. The LCBS strategy is demon-
strated through an examination of meat reduction discussions on Danish
Facebook pages, showing its applicability to various contested issues. By
introducing the concept Scheel navigates the non-chronological data for-
mat of comment sections, facilitating a systematic, qualitative approach.
Underlining the importance of a multi-cycle and iterative process of se-
lecting, locating, sorting, and batching, the author offers LCBS as a tool for
studying user engagements in comment sections.

Does the summer school itself have a spirit animal? Is it an octopus? Or
a spider creating a web? Or perhaps a beehive collaborating to make some
sweet honey? It is something that describes the coming together of doctoral
students wanting to engage, senior scholars dedicating and volunteering
their time, organising university devoting resources and expertise, every-
one’s families making it possible for us to dedicate ourselves to academia.
In making the special issue possible, the anonymous reviewers and the
journal editorial team have also made generous contributions. Thank you.
To conclude, this special issue is a honeycomb, the result of the
hive’s work; sweet, ephemeral, and good for you. We hope you enjoy it.

Ib T. Gulbrandsen (ibtunby@ruc.dk) is Chair of Technology and Publics
at Roskilde University. He researched and teaches at the interdisciplinary
nexus of communication, organization and artificial intelligence. Within
this context, he focuses on strategic management as a communicative ac-
tivity, thoroughly entangled with technology. He is principal investigator
of the research project Strategizing Communication and Artificial Intel-
ligence (SCAI), and project leader of the 10-year research project Algo-
rithms, Data and Democracy (ADD).



Andra Siibak (andra.siibak@ut.ee) is a Professor of Media Studies and
a Deputy Head of Research and Development at the Institute of Social Stud-
ies, University of Tartu, Estonia. Her research focuses on opportunities and
risks surrounding internet use, datafication of childhood, dataveillance in
education, and privacy. Together with Giovanna Mascheroni she co-au-
thored a monograph “Datafied Childhoods: Data Practices and Imaginaries
in Children’s Lives” (2021), published by Peter Lang. She is a member of
Academia Europaea and currently serves as the Vice President of the As-
sociation of Internet Researchers (AoIR) and International Director of the
ECREA Doctoral Summer School.

Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt (pille.pruulmannvengerfeldt@mau.se),
a member of Academia Europaea, is Professor of Media and Communica-
tion at Malmo University. Her work takes a critical and creative approach
towards issues of digitalisation, datafication, heritage and infrastructures.
She likes working together with people rather than writing about people.
Her research examines how digital technologies and their impact on our
everyday lives are co-created through cultural, professional, and interper-
sonal contexts. She also has ongoing research projects on the societal rel-
evance of digital heritage and critical impact frameworks for cultural and
creative industries. Pille is the president of the European Communication
Research and Education Association (ECREA).
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CONFERENCES IN SCANDINAVIA

ANNA ELISABETH HASSELSTROM
Kristiania University College, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT

This study presents a thematic analysis of press conferences conducted
by public health authorities in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The study examines how pandemic-related
Scandinavian press conferences framed instructive messages to res-
onate with the public, provide explanatory information, and offer ac-
tionable guidance in accordance with the IDEA model. In addition, this
study expands on the IDEA model to include legitimacy of crisis leaders.
Overall, the three Scandinavian countries implemented all dimension
of the IDEA model and legitimacy. However, differences emerged be-
tween the countries, with Norway prioritizing internalization, explana-
tion, and legitimacy and Denmark similarly prioritizing internalization
and legitimacy, but action instead of explanation. Meanwhile, Sweden
prioritized explanation, emphasizing data transparency and scientific
information.

KEYWORDS
Public Health Authorities ¢ Crisis Communication « COVID-19 Pan-
demic « IDEA model o Legitimacy e Press Conferences



1. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic presented unprecedented challenges by threat-
ening public health, straining healthcare systems, and disrupting econom-
ic and educational sectors (Coombs, 2023), yet public trust remained high
in Scandinavia where a “rally-around-the-flag” came into effect during the
beginning of the pandemic (Johansson et al., 2023; Skogerbg et al., 2024).
This trust largely remained relatively high throughout the pandemic, despite
Sweden experiencing varied levels of polarization (Nielsen & Lindvall, 2021).

Early on, press conferences became a vital means of communication for
public health authorities (PHAs) and government officials to share recom-
mendations, regulations, and updates about the evolving situation. These
briefings helped establish a sense of urgency, validate government measures,
and build public trust (Esaiasson et al., 2021). Swedish PHAs held daily brief-
ings to explain their mitigation-focused approach (Johansson & Vigsg, 2021).
In Norway, PHAs collaborated with government officials to conduct daily
press conferences during the initial phase of the pandemic. Similarly, in
Denmark, PHAs, government officials, and Prime Minister Mette Frederik-
sen, used a press conference to announce major policy decisions in March
2020 (Kjeldsen, 2023), after which, PHAs held briefings via live updates on
social media.

Press conferences have long played a pivotal role in crisis communication,
serving as direct channels through which authorities can inform the pub-
lic, explain decisions, and manage uncertainty (Hayek, 2024; Herndndez,
2024; Scacco & Wiemer, 2019). Indeed, press conferences can accurately be
described as a venue where the dynamics of political power intersect with
media authority, often leading to a contestation of roles between these two
influential entities (Nord, 2021). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the impor-
tance of press conferences intensified as governments relied on this mode of
communication not only to disseminate evolving public health information
but also to convey a sense of control and competence (He et al., 2023; Wo-
dak, 2021), thus setting the tone for the crisis management. Indeed, figures
such as Nicola Sturgeon, First Minister of Scotland (Higgins etal., 2024), and
Jacinda Ardern, Prime Minister of New Zealand (McGuire et al., 2020), ex-
emplified how effective press conference performances helped shape public
perceptions of crisis leadership. In contrast, contradictory or inconsistent
messaging from leaders like President Donald Trump in the USA (Just et al.,
2022) and Prime Minister Boris Johnson in the UK (McVittie, 2023) under-
mined public trust and diminished the credibility of government responses.
As such, press conferences during crises serve a dual function: they are ve-
hicles for instructional communication and instruments for reinforcing the
legitimacy of governmental action. This dual role highlights the need to un-
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derstand press conferences as a mode of instructional communication that
addresses stakeholders” informational needs, as well as a means to address
broader factors, such legitimizing state authority and crisis management,
both of which are crucial in high-stakes, high-uncertainty situations like
pandemics.

The current study examines the communication strategies employed
during press conferences, focusing on how spokespersons balance instruc-
tions with the need to maintain public trust and legitimacy. It utilizes the
IDEA model (Sellnow et al., 2023) as a primary framework, which offers
a structured approach to analyzing instructional communication by ad-
dressing stakeholders’ informational needs. Specifically, through a thematic
analysis of key press conferences conducted by PHAs in Scandinavia, this re-
search provides a deeper understanding of how crisis messages were crafted
to encourage public compliance and clarify risks. Moreover, since Scandina-
via has relatively high levels of institutional trust, transparent governance,
and public reliance on expert-driven communication (Dahlen & Skirbekk,
2021), this research also demonstrates how PHAs justified national crisis
management during the pandemic to maintain institutional trust and credi-
bility (Badu et al., 2023; Breslin et al., 2022; Esaiasson et al., 2021; Kjeldsen,
2023; Kjeldsen et al., 2022).

Notable differences were observed between the countries. Norway focused
on internalization, offering explanations, and ensuring legitimacy. Denmark
emphasized internalization, actionable guidance, and maintaining legitima-
cy. Meanwhile, Sweden prioritized providing explanations.

2.LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Scandinavia and COVID-19

The Scandinavian countries are notable for their similarities and high levels
of institutional trust. However, the pandemic management of each country
highlighted distinct country differences, as the measures adopted and the
framing and justification for the measures taken corresponded to the cultur-
al differences between Denmark, Norway, and Sweden (Baekkeskov et al.,
2021; Bjgrkdahl et al., 2021).

Denmark adopted a strategy characterized by strict mandates and rapid
governmental interventions, strongly influenced by cultural norms of re-
specting personal boundaries and upholding collective accountability (Mens
et al., 2021; Olagnier & Mogensen, 2020). Norway similarly implemented
stringent responses but shaped its approach through its cultural values of
voluntary participation and a deep trust in the government as a protector of
individual autonomy, i.e., a belief that the common good aligns with indi-
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vidual interests (Nilsen & Skarpenes, 2022). At the onset of the pandemic,
Kjeldsen (2023) observed that Danish and Norwegian press conferences
were used to put government officials in the forefront while projecting
a unified front with PHAs, showcasing a collaborative yet hierarchical cri-
sis management structure. According to Bjgrkdahl et al. (2021), this strategy
involved political leaders taking charge while public health experts provided
support and legitimacy for government decision-making.

Sweden, unlike its Scandinavian neighbors, did not implement strict
lockdowns during the pandemic. Instead, the country relied on individuals
to take responsibility under non-binding recommendations (Johansson &
Vigse, 2024). The objective was to impose restrictions without overly shut-
ting down society. However, as Sweden’s pandemic death toll surpassed that
of the other Nordic countries, it was seen as an indication of a failing strategy
(Johansson & Vigse, 2024). Despite this, support for the government and its
agencies remained high (Johansson & Vigsg, 2024), and according to Abdelz-
adeh and Sedelius (2024), satisfaction with government communication and
the management of COVID-19 in Sweden increased over time, even though
trust in institutions slightly declined, which has been attributed to growing
politicization (Soto, 2022).

According to a study conducted by Rasmussen et al. (2023) on communi-
cative leadership by political leaders and public health officials in Scandi-
navia during March and April 2020, press conferences were used to justify
expert knowledge and authority. Furthermore, the study found that Sweden
emphasized evidence-based justifications for measures, highlighted the eco-
nomic fallout from lockdowns, and downplayed the virus threat. In contrast,
Denmark and Norway acted swiftly, applying precautionary principles and
prioritizing the minimization of deaths without pursuing herd immunity
as Denmark implemented limited restrictions and Norway focused on resil-
ience and fostering solidarity.

2.2. Press Conference as Crisis Management
During outbreaks, government officials and PHAs aim to build public trust
and solidarity while balancing public health concerns with individual rights
(Nihlén Fahlquist, 2021). Press conferences serve as an effective means of
communication, functioning as a tool for behavioral “nudge” interventions,
i.e., techniques such as invoking fear or peer pressure to encourage compli-
ance with public health measures (Dodsworth, 2021; Gill & Lennon, 2022).
Press conferences are a cost- and time-effective format that allows for the
dissemination of vital information to various stakeholders, including the
media, regulators, and different community groups (Badu et al., 2023; Kjeld-
sen, 2023; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006). Press conferences combine speech,
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visuals, and symbols to convey information that is adaptable for various for-
mats, including shorter videos, audio clips, and written transcriptions, which
allows for outreach to diverse segments of the population (Kjeldsen, 2023;
Scacco & Wiemer, 2019).

Press conferences serve two primary purposes: to inform the public and
to shape news coverage by providing visual elements for news stories (Allen
et al., 2024). During the COVID-19 pandemic, press conferences in Scandi-
navia became especially important for delivering announcements, address-
ing media inquiries, clarifying government actions, resolving uncertainties,
and fostering a sense of urgency among the public (Kjeldsen, 2023). Indeed,
Byrman and Westum (2024) argue that the Swedish Public Health Agency
effectively built trust through press conferences by featuring a consistent
structure and multimodal interaction despite discussing two main sensitive
topics: death tolls and face masks.

Studies of the UK and the World Health Organization (WHO) briefings sim-
ilarly underscore how press conferences mediate uncertainty and reinforce
official narratives. Visual data presentations, for instance, provided a sense
of control during the UK’s early pandemic response (Allen et al., 2024), while
the WHO maintained a stable, formal tone aimed at fostering trust, hope, and
resilience despite shifting emotional currents (He et al., 2023). Meanwhile,
trust-restoring strategies in televised briefings often sought to deflect blame
and reframe failures, sometimes at the expense of long-term public health
goals (Bunnag & Chaemsaithong, 2024).

2.3. IDEA Model

A central challenge with utilizing press conferences during epidemics and
pandemics is translating complex, technical, and scientific information into
messages that are accessible and actionable for diverse audiences (Borchelt
& Nielsen, 2014; Sellnow et al., 2023). Public health and crisis communica-
tion scholars emphasize the importance of tailoring information so that lay-
people and non-experts can understand what is happening, why it matters,
and what they should do in response (Frisby et al., 2013; Sellnow et al., 2023).
This approach—often referred to as instructive crisis communication—is
designed not only to inform but to increase stakeholder self-efficacy and
prompt protective behaviors (Coombs, 2023; Mileti & Peek, 2000; Reyn-
olds & Seeger, 2005; Seeger, 2006). Instructive crisis messages, particular-
ly in high-uncertainty situations such as pandemics, should achieve three
outcomes: affective engagement, cognitive understanding, and behavioral
change (Johansson et al., 2021). These learning outcomes serve as bench-
marks for effective crisis communication. A common misstep during public
health crises, therefore, relates to public health spokespersons focusing on
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abstract scientific data (e.g., statistics and long-term projections) and fail-
ing to offer actionable steps, as this imbalance risks inducing fear or apathy
rather than informed action (Sellnow et al., 2023; Slovic & Véstfjill, 2015;
Wickline & Sellnow;, 2013).

To evaluate whether the Scandinavian PHAs' pandemic messages aimed to
foster public understanding and action, this study employs the IDEA model
as an analytical framework. The model conceptualizes instructive risk and
crisis communication through four interrelated components (Johansson et
al., 2021; Sellnow et al., 2023):

Internalization (I): Capturing attention by demonstrating how the crisis
personally affects the audience, highlighting relevance, proximity, and ur-
gency to foster engagement.

Distribution (D): Spread the message across diverse platforms to ensure
reach and accessibility for varied audiences.

Explanation (E): Offering clear, credible, and understandable information
about the crisis, its causes, and consequences using non-technical language.

Action (A): Providing specific and feasible instructions for self-protection
and behavior change.

The IDEA model has proven effective in various contexts, ranging from
foodborne illness outbreaks to pandemic communication, and has been
validated within Scandinavian cultures (Frisby et al., 2013; Johansson et
al., 2021; Sellnow-Richmond et al., 2018; Sellnow et al., 2019; Sellnow et al.,
2015). By analyzing how Scandinavian authorities utilized press conferences
to communicate the risks to public health, explain the situation, and inform
the public of actionable guidance, this study assesses the instructive strate-
gic measures employed by Scandinavian PHAs in their press conferences in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.4. Maintaining Legitimate Crisis Authority

While the IDEA model provides a framework for analyzing message content
and structure, message impact is mediated by the credibility, reputation, and
perceived transparency of the sender (Badu et al., 2023; Berg et al., 2021;
Coombs, 2023; Sturges, 1994). In other words, instructive messages may fail
to produce the desired outcomes if the public does not trust the institutions
or spokespersons delivering them (Badu et al., 2023; Balog-Way et al., 2020;
Christensen & Leegreid, 2020; Siegrist & Zingg, 2014) nor except the author-
ity or logic of the official crisis management recommendations (e.g., vaccina-
tion) over other nonofficial recommendation from competing sources (e.g.,
using hydroxychloroquine) (Islam et al., 2021). Thus, in formatting instruc-
tive messages, PHAs also benefit from considering the concept of legitima-
cy, which serves as a foundation that addresses the normative and cognitive
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forces influencing, shaping, and empowering organizational actors (Such-
man, 1995). For this study, legitimacy refers the creditability and competency
of PHAs, along with ability to act in the public’s best interest (Diers-Lawson,
2019; Gyérffy, 2018).

Public health crisis leaders operate within complex sociopolitical envi-
ronments, where public trust in formal institutions can significantly affect
the success of crisis management efforts (Abraham, 2009; Ndlela, 2019; Ull-
mann-Margalit, 2004). A high level of institutional legitimacy can enhance
message reception, extend audience reach, minimize confusion, and facili-
tate coordinated public responses (Badu et al., 2023; Seeger, 2006; van Di-
jck & Alinejad, 2020). While such legitimacy, in the form of credibility and
trustworthiness, of crisis leadership and crisis management can be assumed
through studies employing the IDEA model via the concept of internalization
(Sellnow et al., 2020), it is often overlooked in empirical studies.

Legitimacy is not static; it must be continuously communicated and rein-
forced, especially during crises. Indeed, through communicative strategies,
crisis leaders can promote legitimacy by emphasizing transparency, consis-
tency, professional competence, and respect for public concerns (Coombs,
2023; Diers-Lawson, 2019; Thlen & Vranic, 2024; Sellnow et al., 2023). For
example, PHAs who adhere to a bureaucratic-scientific ethos can clearly ar-
ticulate their expertise which can bolster public confidence (Maslowska et
al., 2025). Likewise, messaging that is transparent, empathetic, and coordi-
nated across agencies contributes to a coherent and credible crisis narrative
(Liu, 2015; Skogerbg et al., 2024; Veil & Ojeda, 2010).

This study, therefore, integrates legitimacy as an additional dimension
of IDEA-based instructive communication. While the IDEA model focuses
on the what and how of crisis messaging, legitimacy concerns the who be-
hind the message. These dimensions are mutually reinforcing as legitima-
cy enables instructive messages to be received, while clear and instructive
messaging can help sustain legitimacy. Examining these dimensions is par-
ticularly relevant in the Scandinavian context, where public trust and insti-
tutional credibility are traditionally high but were tested during the pan-
demic (Abdelzadeh & Sedelius, 2024; Christensen & Laegreid, 2020; Power
et al., 2023; Skogerbg et al., 2024). The integration of IDEA and legitimacy
hence offers a more comprehensive understanding of what constitutes effec-
tive crisis communication in high-trust democracies in the context of a pro-
longed health crisis.

2.5. Aim and Research Questions

The aim of this research is to examine the public health crisis communica-
tion strategies of PHAs in Scandinavia as distributed via press conferences.
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Considering the varying approaches to crisis management between Sweden,
Norway, and Denmark and the differences in expectations of their citizens
(Bjorkdahl et al., 2021), it stands to reason that the Scandinavian PHAs ad-
opted distinct strategies in terms of instructive crisis communication. For in-
stance, the collaboration between Danish and Norwegian PHAs and political
leadership likely resulted in spokespersons prioritizing the establishment
of government legitimacy and fostering a sense of communal responsibil-
ity through internalization while providing clear and actionable guidance.
However, according to an analysis by Kjeldsen (2023) of press conferences,
Norwegian spokespersons likely also favored disseminating explanations. In
contrast, Sweden’s reliance on voluntary guidelines and the independence of
PHAs during press conferences suggests a lesser focus on governmental le-
gitimacy and a communication strategy that centers on offering comprehen-
sive explanations and actionable guidance to encourage citizens to adhere to
recommendations.
Based on the above, this study poses the following research questions:

e RQI: How did Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish PHAs adopt elements of
the IDEA model?

e RQ2: How did Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish PHAs adopt elements of
legitimacy?

These research questions will guide the subsequent analysis of Scandinavian
press conferences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Further, to explore the
country differences, this study asks:

e RQ3: How did the communication strategies reflect existing cultural
norms?

3. METHOD AND DATA

This study examined press conferences conducted by PHAs across various
media formats, including official websites and social media clips. Full re-
cordings of these media briefings were selected as they represent the most
direct form of communication, unfiltered by the media into sound bites or
condensed formats. This approach allowed for an analysis of both prepared
statements and responses to media inquiries.

The press conference served as the unit of analysis in this study. The in-
cluded video material, sourced from Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, con-
sisted of 22 conferences. The conferences included are those that feature
the national PHAs, either independently, as seen with Sweden and later
Denmark, or in collaboration with government officials, as with Norway
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and initially Denmark. In total, these briefings comprised just over 15 hours
of content.

The selected briefings were organized around four distinct phases of the
COVID-19 pandemic, corresponding to key moments following announce-
ments by the WHO regarding new developments in the spread of the coro-
navirus or updates about it (see Table 1). Each chosen event had an equal
impact on all three countries, facilitating a comparative analysis of their
potential responses. The study defined these events as week-long periods
following each WHO statement, providing a timeframe deemed sufficient
for PHAs and government officials to respond and update the public on im-

portant pandemic milestones.

Table 1: Dates and Events during COVID-19

Date Event Denmark Norway Sweden
- Press Conferences & - Press Conferences & - Press Conferences &
Combined Video Length  Combined Video Length  Combined Video Length
20-03-11 WHO  Director-Gener- 1Press Conferences / 5 Press Conferences / 5 Press Conferences /
al declared  COVID-19  59.03 pin:Sek 193:27 Min:Sek 172:76 Min:Sek
a pandemic
20-12-21  The European Union ap- 1 Press Conferences / 1 Press Conferences / 2 Press Conferences /
proved the first COVID-19 551 ppin-Sek 63:38 Min:Sek 111:68 Min:Sek
vaccine
21-02-02 A mutation of the coro- 2 Press Conferences / 0 Press Conferences 2 Press Conferences /
navirus that may reduce .96 yin:sek 117:46 Min:Sek
vaccine effectiveness has
emerged in the United
Kingdom.
21-05-31  WHO has assigned labels 1 Press Conferences / 1 Press Conferences / 1 Press Conferences /
for key variants of SARS- 3,15 pin.sek 48:06 Min:Sek 52:30 Min:Sek
CoV-2 using letters of the
Greek alphabet.
Total: Total: Total:
5 Press Conferences 7 Press Conferences 10 Press Conferences
3.1. Analytical Method
This analysis followed an iterative process based on a six-step approach
by Naeem et al. (2023) to thematic analysis. Utilizing transcriptions from
the press conferences, the analysis began by familiarizing oneself with the
transcribed data and identifying preliminary themes and representative
quotes that reflect diverse perspectives relevant to the research questions.
The second step involved a thorough examination of the data to identify
recurring patterns and key terms through open coding. The third step in-
cluded segmenting the data into short phrases or words into codes that
encapsulate core themes and elements. The fourth step involved devel-
oping themes by grouping these elements into meaningful categories to
uncover patterns and relationships related to the research questions via
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axial coding. The fifth step focused on conceptualizing and defining emerg-
ing concepts from the data, refining them based on themes established by
Frandsen et al. (2016), Sellnow-Richmond et al. (2018), Sellnow and Sell-
now (2019), and Skogerbg et al. (2024). The final step involved developing
a conceptual model that represents the data (see Tables 2-5).

Final thematic categories were organized as follows: Internalization
(identified people, specific places, time, degree of negative impact, addi-
tional negative impact, and empathy), Explanation (similar events, other
countries, government responses, credible sources, and scientific informa-
tion) including the level of intelligibility, Action (guidance, preparation,
and examples) and Legitimacy (ability to act, inter-organizational coopera-
tion, expertise, resources, known/unknown facts, and accountability).

While the IDEA model includes Distribution, the empirical material is
limited to recorded press conferences. These briefings represent a single
communication channel in this study. Thus, the distribution component,
which concerns multi-platform dissemination strategies, lies outside the
scope of this analysis.

Table 2. Internalization

Theme Example Quote

Identified people “The age distribution shows that the majority of cases are between
the ages of 40 and 60...”

Specific places “Where many people are gathered - daycare centers, schools, edu-
cational institutions, activities, events, public transport.”

Time “...that is, by spreading the infection over time, spreading the dis-
ease over time, can we get a manageable situation in the health
service™

Degree of negative impact ~ “Today there are 514 Danes infected.”

Additional negative impact ~ “Businesses will suffer losses.”

Empathy “We must not panic, but we must help each other, show energy,
thinking of others, especially those who are vulnerable.“®

1 The Public Health Agency of Sweden (2020, March 11). Press release on covid-19 (coronavi-
rus) March 11, 2020. https://share.mediaflow.com/se/?SDFE907K30

2 Norwegian Prime Minister’s Office, Ministry of Health and Welfare. (2020, March 12) The
corona situation: Press conference on new measures to combat the coronavirus https://www.
regjeringen.no/no/dokumentarkiv/regjeringen-solberg/aktuelt-regjeringen-solberg/smk/
pressemeldinger/2020/pressekonferanse-om-nye-tiltak-for-a-bekjempe-koronaviruset/
id2693286/

3 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020.
The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020.

5  The Danish Prime Minister’s Office . (2020, March 11) Press conference on COVID-19 on 11
March 2020. https://www.stm.dk/presse/pressemoedearkiv/pressemoede-om-covid-19-
den-11-marts-2020/

6  The Danish Prime Minister’s Office. Press conference on COVID-19 on 11 March 2020
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Table 3. Explanation

Theme

Example Quote

Similar events

“We've managed to get through tough times before, and I'm absolutely
sure we'll be able to do it now too.””

Other countries

“Italy isin lockdown. In the hospitals, there is a shortage of ventilators
and staff.”®

Government responses

“We will no longer focus on testing travelers from specific risk areas, as
these have become increasingly diffuse.”

Credible sources

“WHO says that we need to increase the production of this type of
equipment in the world by 40 percent...”°

Scientific information

“The graph here shows how the cases have been reported. Note that
the latest bars may contain some lag, but they still give an indication
of the trend.”

Table 4. Action
Theme Example Quote
Guidance “Avoid contact with the elderly if you have symptoms™?
Preparation “Restrictions on visits may become relevant if the spread of infection
increases”™
Examples “...to make sure that we all understand what was and what one can
do - both as individuals and collectively, for example at workplaces.”
Table 5. Legitimacy
Theme Example Quote
Ability to act “It is not the individual citizen's responsibility to ensure that they
have what they need. We make sure of that; the authorities make
sure of that through the state's crisis management preparedness.”
Interorganizational “Money that we will collaborate on, together with the National
cooperation Board of Health and Welfare and the Public Health Agency...”
Expertise “The Public Health Agency - which stands for expert knowledge

about the infection and healthcare...””

7 The Danish Prime Minister’s Office. Press conference on COVID-19 on 11 March 2020

8  Norwegian Prime Minister’s Office, Ministry of Health and Welfare. The corona situation:
Press conference on new measures to combat the coronavirus

9 The Danish Prime Minister’s Office. Press conference on COVID-19 on 11 March 2020

10 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020

11  Norwegian Prime Minister’s Office, Ministry of Health and Welfare. The corona situation:
Press conference on new measures to combat the coronavirus

12 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020

13 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020

14 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020

15 The Public Health Agency of Sweden (2020, March 16). Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus)
March 16, 2020 https://share.mediaflow.com/se/?SDFE907K30

16  The Danish Prime Minister’s Office. Press conference on COVID-19 on 11 March 2020

17 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 16, 2020
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Resources “... The biggest challenge right now is access to protective equip-
ment.”
Known/Unknown facts “We know too little. In the near future, knowledge will also be gener-

ated from Norway™

Accountability “..wemay have learned to be more aware of our health and the world
around us in a way we didn't before”°

The findings are presented as patterns of themes that emerged per press
conference. The Swedish Public Health Institute conducted daily press
conferences, while their Norwegian and Danish counterparts held press
conferences less frequently. As a result, findings are presented as percent-
ages relative to their respective totals—for instance, Sweden held ten press
conferences compared to Denmark’s five (see Table 1) —to ensure a com-
parable analysis of thematic elements across the three countries. Specifi-
cally, the frequency analysis account for the average number of elements
per theme relative to the total number of press conferences conducted by
each country.

4. RESULTS
4.1. Internalization

Figure 1. Comparative frequency analysis of elements of Internalization
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The thematic analysis, as shown in Figure 1, revealed that Norway consis-
tently prioritized all elements of internalization across all press confer-

18 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 16, 2020

19 The Public Health Agency of Sweden. Press release on covid-19 (coronavirus) March 11, 2020

20 The Danish National Board of Health (2021, Februari 4). ASK ABOUT THE COVID VACCINES
Thomas Senderowitz, director of the Danish Medicines Agency, and Seren Brostrgm, director
of the Danish Health Authority. https://www.facebook.com/sundhedsstyrelsenDK/videos/
sp%C3%B8rg-om-covid-vaccinernethomas-senderowitz-direkt%C3%B8r-i-1%C3%A6gem-
iddelstyrelsen-og-s%C3%B8/736158977012226/
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ences, more so than Denmark and Sweden. In Denmark, every press con-
ference identified people affected by COVID-19, addressed issues related to
time, and discussed additional negative impact of the pandemic. In 80% of
these appearances, spokespersons expressed empathy for those impacted
by the pandemic, acknowledged the extent of the degree of negative im-
pact caused by COVID-19, and identified specific places that were affected.
In contrast, the patterns for Sweden were different. In all appearances,
spokespersons referenced identified people and specific places affected by
the pandemic, and they included information on the degree of negative im-
pact. However, mentions of additional negative impact appeared in only 80%
of the press conferences, while time was addressed in 60% of appearances.
Empathy was expressed in just 10% of the Swedish press conferences.

4.2. Explanation

Figure 2. Comparative frequency analysis of elements of Explanation
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As illustrated in Figure 2, the findings indicate that Sweden is the country
that prioritized providing explanations most consistently. Their spokesper-
sons included all elements of explanation except for mentions of similar

events which occurred in 40% of press conferences. Norway shows a sim-

ilar trend, with all appearances incorporating scientific information and
details about specific government responses, and credible sources and ref-
erences to other countries in 90% and to similar events in only 10%. All
press conferences adhered to mostly intelligible communication.

In contrast, Denmark, despite including scientific information in all ap-
pearances, provided explanations to a lesser degree. In Denmark, specific

government responses are mentioned in 80% of press conferences, while

mentions of credible sources and comparisons to similar events are includ-
ed in 60% of the appearances. Contrasts with other countries” COVID-19
responses are included in only 40% of the appearances. Furthermore, only
20% of Denmark’s briefings featured mostly intelligible information.
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4.3. Action

Figure 3. Comparative frequency analysis of elements of Action
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In the comparison of the theme of action, as shown in Figure 3, both Nor-
way and Denmark consistently provided guidance to the public in all cases.
Sweden on the other hand, included guidance in 90% of their appearances.
Regarding providing examples, Sweden and Denmark incorporate exam-
ples of action in 80% of their press conferences, while Norway does so in
only 40% of cases. Additionally, Denmark offered recommended actions for
preparation in 80% of appearances, compared to Sweden, which prepara-
tion in 60% of appearances, and Norway, which included actionable prepa-
ration recommendations in only 40% of their presentations.

4.4. Legitimacy

Figure 4. Comparison of elements of Legitimacy

100 (loon oo e e s T T REE
- @ Accountability
wow s 2 o
o — o rou oKnown/Unknown
facts
o = oResources
0%
o @Expertise
o olnterorganizational
. ‘cooperation
o @ Ability to act
o
Denmark Norway Sweden

In examining the use of legitimacy, as illustrated in Figure 4, Norway con-
sistently incorporated references to expertise, inter-organizational coop-
eration, ability to act, and information about resources in all their appear-
ances. In 70% of the instances, spokespersons expressed appreciation for
their accountability and referenced known and unknown facts regarding
COVID-19 and related issues.
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For Denmark, language regarding expertise and known and unknown
facts of COVID-19 was present in all press conferences. In 80% of their ap-
pearances, spokespersons acknowledged their accountability, resources,
and inter-organizational cooperation. Additionally, their ability to act was
mentioned in 60% of the press conferences and briefings.

Meanwhile, Swedish spokespersons prioritized sharing information
about their ability to act, resources, and known and unknown facts about
the COVID-19 pandemic in all their appearances. References to expertise
and inter-organizational cooperation were included in 70% of their press
conferences, while the acknowledgment of their accountability appeared
in 40% of their press conferences.

5. DISCUSSION

Building on previous research regarding the IDEA model and effective crisis
communication (Badu et al., 2023; Diers-Lawson, 2019; Ihlen et al., 2024;
Sellnow et al., 2023; Skogerbg et al., 2024; van Dijck & Alinejad, 2020),
this study examined how PHAs in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden utilized
press conferences during the COVID-19 pandemic to deliver instructive
crisis communication and establish authoritative legitimacy.

Norway stood out as the most consistent proponent of internalization
strategies in its press conferences, showing empathy, recognizing affect-
ed peoples, discussing time-related aspects, and acknowledging further
adverse effects in all appearances. This comprehensive incorporation of
internalization highlights a significant effort to create messages with emo-
tional and prosocial appeals as well as public assurance (Sellnow et al.,
2023). Denmark similarly exhibited a strong dedication to internalization.
Each appearance acknowledged the affected groups, included spatial de-
tails, and addressed the pandemic’s effects. Additionally, empathy was con-
veyed in most presentations, showcasing an attempt to include emotional
appeals, albeit not as consistently as in Norway.

Conversely, Sweden adopted a more informational approach. While
Swedish representatives consistently mentioned the impacted individu-
als and locations, and discussed the severity of the effects, expressions
of empathy were infrequent. Additionally, references to time were limit-
ed in just over half of the appearances, suggesting that Swedish spokes-
persons did not prioritize reassuring the public of the duration of the
crisis or recommendation, nor did they prioritize emotional appeals. In-
stead, Sweden consistently prioritized providing explanations, scientific
data, information about government actions, and references to reliable
sources, indicating a preference for a cognitive rather than an affective
approach (Sellnow et al., 2023). For Norway, the theme of explanation
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showed a similar pattern emerging, with a prioritization of all elements
of explanations except for references to similar events. Denmark, while
sometimes including scientific information, provided fewer comparisons
and was less consistent in using clear language, which may have hindered
public comprehension.

Both Norway and Denmark provided actionable guidance in all their ap-
pearances. Sweden offered similar advice, but not in every instance. Inter-
estingly, the decision to rely on mostly voluntary recommendation did not
encourage the Swedish PHAs to promote actionable guidance consistently.
However, both Sweden and Denmark were more consistent than Norway
in providing actionable examples, which indicates a cognitive appeal. Ad-
ditionally, Denmark, more than Norway and Sweden, offered preparatory
advice, and the overall prioritization of the theme of action suggest that
Danish spokespersons focused on promoting and improving the audi-
ence’s self-efficacy.

For legitimacy, Norway consistently emphasized its expertise, resources,
inter-agency collaboration, and ability to act. Furthermore, Norwegian of-
ficials often emphasized their accountability and transparency regarding
both known and unknown facts—factors that Thlen et al. (2024) argue fos-
tered Norway s high institutional trust and public support.

Denmark likewise placed importance on legitimacy, with expertise and
acknowledgment of factual uncertainties being included in all speeches,
indicating a strategy to legitimize government decision-making. Howev-
er, Danish spokespersons did not prioritize emphasizing their ability to
act, again suggesting that Denmark s communication focused on the pub-
lic’s self-efficacy in managing the situation. Sweden, on the other hand,
emphasized its ability to act, transparency regarding both known and un-
known facts, and resource availability in all press releases, but placed less
emphasis on its expertise, inter-organizational cooperation, and account-
ability, in line with an overarching prioritization of factual information
related to COVID-19.

In terms of reflecting existing cultural norms, the patterns in which the
themes were utilized are alignment with previous research (Baekkeskov
et al., 2021; Bjorkdahl et al., 2021; Ihlen & Vranic, 2024; Kjeldsen, 2023;
Rasmussen et al., 2023). Indeed, Norwegian PHAs, standing on stage with
government officials, showed a preference for transparency, prosocial
and emotional appeals, and collaborative leadership. Meanwhile, Den-
mark’s emphasis on identifying the public, promoting actionable guid-
ance and preparations, transparency, and expertise is reflected in the
country’s structured yet compassionate leadership, demonstrating Den-
mark’s crisis management strategy of political hierarchy while also pro-
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moting collective accountability by emphasizing messages that resonate
with the public and increase self-protective actions (Mens et al., 2021;
Olagnier & Mogensen, 2020). Finally, the rational-technical approach ob-
served in Sweden mirrors both institutional and national preferences for
providing cognitive understanding of the public health situation (Bjgrk-
dahl et al., 2021; Kjeldsen, 2023; Rasmussen et al., 2023).

This study makes two contributions to crisis communication research.
First, it delivers empirical validation of the IDEA model’s effectiveness as
distributed via press conferences during a pandemic in high trust societ-
ies (Abdelzadeh & Sedelius, 2024; Johansson et al., 2023; Skogerbg et al.,
2024). Second, it broadens the understanding of effective crisis leadership
by demonstrating that fostering legitimacy can enhance instructive crisis
communication when aligned with cultural and institutional contexts. As
governments prepare for future public health emergencies, these insights
underscore the importance of tailoring instructional communication strat-
egies that align with national values and communicative norms, which may
enhance message effectiveness and foster public compliance.

5.1. Limitations and Suggestion for Future Research

The primary focus of this study was to identify overall thematic differenc-
es in the use of instructive messaging during press conferences across the
Scandinavian countries, as well as to assess elements of legitimacy. There-
fore, a limitation of this study was that it did not include a more granular
analysis of the frequency of each element per press conference.

A further limitation was the inclusion of press conferences held in Nor-
way and initially in Denmark which included government officials, entail-
ing that the findings from Norway and Denmark may reflect the inclusion
of politicians in the press conferences rather than merely cultural contexts.
However, since these appearances were part of the PHAs' strategy for press
conferences, they were included in the study.

The limited timeframe selected for this study resulted in a dataset con-
sisting of 22 press conferences. Moreover, this study excluded briefings
that were held exclusively by government officials. While this allowed for
a focused analysis of PHA's communication during a critical phase of the
pandemic, future research should consider extending the time period to
facilitate an analysis of a larger data set for more detailed and comparative
analysis.

Finally, achieving affective, cognitive, and behavioral change, as well as
legitimacy, requires a shift in perception among stakeholders. Therefore,
future research would benefit from analyzing public perceptions of legiti-
macy alongside messaging that aligns with the IDEA model.
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ABSTRACT

Journalists operate in increasingly connected and digitally saturated
workplaces, where reporting often involves navigating significant emo-
tional challenges (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019; Simunjak, 2022). However,
the psychological toll of journalism work has historically been over-
shadowed by objectivity as a strategic ritual (Tuchman, 1972). Recent
scholarly attention has begun to address these tensions and their im-
pact on journalists” well-being (Hopper & Huxford, 2015). This article
presents a systematic literature review of academic studies examining
the intersections between journalism, mental health, and well-being.
Using PRISMA guidelines, we analysed 60 peer-reviewed English-lan-
guage articles (2000-2024), retrieved from Scopus and Web of Science.
We address two research questions: (RQ1) How have academic studies
defined and conceptualized “well-being,” “mental health,” and “mental
illness” within journalism? (RQ2) What dominant debates, emerging
trends and persistent gaps characterize this literature? Findings indi-
cate a post-pandemic shift in research priorities from trauma-centered
frameworks to broader concerns with occupational health, emotional
regulation and support mechanisms.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Journalists have long been stereotyped in popular culture, frequently
portrayed as resilient, hard-nosed truth-seekers or cynical opportunists,
representations that have shaped public imaginaries about journalism and
journalists” roles (Ehrlich, 2006; Saltzman, 2003; McNair, 2010). These
recurring portrayals, from Hollywood films to news-centric television
dramas, have cemented the notion that journalists must persist in their
mission despite chaos, deadlines, or personal cost. However, these repre-
sentations rarely acknowledge the psychological toll of the profession. Re-
search increasingly shows that emotional exhaustion, anxiety, and burn-
out remain hidden behind normative ideals of objectivity and professional
stoicism (Pantti & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2021; Deuze, 2023, 2025). Journalism,
often compared to care work, requires deep emotional investment while
simultaneously normalizing precarious labor conditions: long hours, low
pay, job insecurity, and constant connectivity (Deuze, 2023).

This emotional management aligns with what Arlie Hochschild defined
as “emotional labor” in the book “Imagined Heart - Commercialization of
Human Feeling”, first published in 1983: “this labour requires one to induce
or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that pro-
duce the proper state of mind in others” (1983/2003, p. 7). For this Amer-
ican sociologist, employees perform emotional labour when they manage
them (including silencing) to meet work requirements. Later, Pantti &
Wahl-Worgensen (2021) use the term “emotional work” (for Hochschild it
meant dealing with other people’s emotions) to encompass a range of emo-
tion related-practices “which have largely been invisible in both practice
and scholarship about journalism” (p. 1567).

The complexity of this issue is reflected in at least three interconnected
dynamics that shape journalists’ daily experiences: first, journalists face
a high emotional burden in their daily routines, often covering traumatic
events while meeting tight deadlines and managing unpredictable sourc-
es (Deuze, 2021; Pantti & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2021; Beckett, 2015; Wahl-Jor-
gensen, 2019); second, the nature of emotional labor is intensified by jour-
nalism’s normative commitment to objectivity (Tuchman, 1972), which
encourages emotional detachment even in the face of human tragedy, leav-
ing professionals to process these emotions alone, often without institu-
tional support (Simunjak, 2022; Hopper & Huxford, 2015); third, the struc-
tural precariousness of the media industry, exacerbated by technological
innovation and austerity, has restructured newsrooms into leaner, multi-
tasking environments marked by instability and constant adaptation (Or-
nebring, 2010; Cohen, 2017; Fenton, 2010; Hindman, 2018; Deuze, 2017).
Besides these three dimensions, Covid-19 was another extraordinary event

medidlni studia / media studies » 2026 / Special Issue

37



JOURNALISTS DON'T CRY: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ON THE WELL-BEING IN NEWSROOMS

38

that had an impact on the psychological well-being of journalists (Back-
holm & Id4s, 2022; Banerjee, & Kumar, 2024).
This review seeks to provide a systematic synthesis of how the fields of
journalism, mental health, and well-being intersect through the XXI century.
Guided by this aim, the article explores two main research questions:

e RQI: How have academic studies approached the concepts of “well-be-
ing,” “mental health,” and “mental illness” in journalism?
e RQ2: What are the dominant debates, emerging trends and persistent

gaps across this literature?

To answer these questions, we conducted a systematic literature review
using PRISMA guidelines, focusing on 60 peer-reviewed English-language
articles published between 2000 and 2024 in Scopus and Web of Science.
Articles were selected based on the presence of the terms “journalis®”
“well-being,” “mental health,” or “mental illness” in titles or abstracts.

Our analysis reveals a clear shift in focus: early studies often centred on
trauma and post-traumatic stress (Feinstein et al., 2002; Greenberg et al.,
2009), while more recent research examines broader dimensions of work-
ing conditions, emotional labour, and institutional responsibility (Deuze,
2023; Simunjak & Menke, 2022; Pantti & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2021).

Scholars have increasingly explored how mental health challenges in-
tersect with job precarity, digital acceleration, and weak support systems.
Notably, some studies document journalists’ emerging coping strategies,
such as disconnecting from news during off-hours or blocking social media
comments (Bélair-Gagnon et al., 2023).

Still, conceptual clarity remains limited. Only one article in the corpus
defines “well-being” explicitly — underscoring the need for clearer the-
oretical frameworks. Moreover, although mental health is now acknowl-
edged as central to journalistic practice, few studies offer concrete propos-
als for structural or institutional change.

This review contributes by consolidating existing knowledge and pro-
posing directions for future inquiry, with the aim of reframing journalists’
well-being not as a private burden, but as a shared, systemic, and profes-
sional responsibility.

2. KEY CONCEPTS
Well-being, mental health and mental illness: definitions and agenda

This systematic literature review examines three core concepts central to
understanding the emotional and psychological dimensions of journalistic
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work: well-being, mental health, and mental illness. Although these terms
are often used interchangeably in both academic literature and media dis-
course, they carry distinct meanings with significant implications for re-
search.

Since the constitution of the World Health Organization (WHO) in 1948
that the term “well-being” is a premise of health: “Health is defined, not
negatively or narrowly, but positively and broadly as ‘a state of complete
physical, mental and social well-being” (International Health Conference,
1948, p.16). More recently, in the Health Promotion Glossary of Terms 2021,
WHO defines well-being as “a positive state experienced by individuals and
societies. Similar to health, it is a resource for daily life and is determined
by social, economic and environmental conditions (p. 10). Adapting the
extended definition provided by WHO applied to the society to the jour-
nalistic class, we may say that journalists’ well-being “can be observed by
the extent to which they are resilient, build capacity for action, and are
prepared to transcend challenges” (p.19).

Similarly, mental health, as defined by WHO, is “a state of mental well-be-
ing that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abili-
ties, learn and work well, and contribute to their communities” (2022, p.8).
This framing emphasizes mental health as a positive capacity to function,
connect, and adapt, rather than merely the absence of mental disorder.

In contrast, mental illnesses are “health conditions involving changes
in emotion, thinking or behaviour (or a combination of these” (Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association, n/d). WHO use the term “mental disorders”
(as defined by the International Classification of Diseases 11th Revision) as
a “a syndrome characterized by clinically significant disturbance in an in-
dividual’s cognition, emotional regulation, or behaviour that reflects a dys-
function in the psychological, biological, or developmental processes that
underlie mental and behavioural functioning” (2022, p.8).

A brief look at reports and programs shows how these topics entered the
agenda of media and academic organizations, signalling a growing concern
with mental health and well-being related to journalism, either focusing on
the practices of reporting mental health topics or on specific dimensions of
journalists’ mental health and well-being. For instance, The International
Women’s Media Foundation (IWMF) has developed pioneering initiatives
addressing the impact of online harassment and abuse on women journal-
ists, advocating for safer digital practices and institutional accountability
such as in the guide “A mental health guide for journalists facing online
violence” (Pérez & Pérez, 2022). “The Journalism Resource Guide on Mental
Health Reporting” (2024), created by The Carter Center, not only provides
ethical guidance for reporting on mental health but also acknowledges the
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emotional toll such coverage may have on reporters. On the other hand, the
Dart Center for Journalism and Trauma at Columbia University launched
in 2021 the Journalist Trauma Support Network, designed to equip trauma
clinicians with a deep understanding of emotional demands of journalists.

Emotions and emotional labour: how are they linked to journalists’ mental
health and well-being?

Understanding this emotional dimension is crucial for any analysis of
mental health and well-being in the field of journalism. As defined by the
American Psychological Association, emotion is “a complex reaction pat-
ter, involving experiential, behavioural, and physiological elements, by
which an individual attempts to deal with a personally significant matter
or event” (2018, para. 1). Emotions lie at the heart of journalism, not only
in the stories being told, but in the psychological toll exacted on those who
tell them. As Pantti & Wahl-Jorgensen (2021) argue in the introduction to
the special issue of Journalism Studies entitled “Journalism and emotional
work”, “it is important to understand journalism as a profession and prac-
tice which is profoundly shaped by multifaceted emotional work” (p. 1568).

The objectivity as a strategic ritual, as stated by Tuchman (1972), mean-
ing strategies that journalists use to protect themselves of the risks of their
trade, has long served as a cornerstone of journalistic professionalism,
reinforcing the idea that personal emotions must be suppressed in the
name of neutrality. However, with an “emotional turn” in media studies
(Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019), this dichotomy between objectivity and emotion-
ality is being re-evaluated. Scholars now argue that emotions are not in-
herently antithetical to journalistic integrity; rather, they are embedded in
the way stories are produced and interpreted, particularly in digital envi-
ronments where emotional engagement is often seen as a tool to build trust
with audiences (Santos-Silva, 2022).

In the journalism field, the social, political and economic dimensions
are crucial to explore the role of emotions. Besides Wahl-Jorgensen
work, Pajnik (2023), for instance, finds that journalists do not perceive
emotions as contradictory to rationality, but as complementary to deci-
sion-making in professional practice. Conversely, Lukan and Zajc (2023)
trace how emotional attachments to journalism (such as love for the pro-
fession) can evolve into disillusionment or burnout, as they developed
cynicism, leading to career shifts and emotional detachment. These stud-
ies illustrate that emotionality in journalism is not merely personal; it is
shaped by broader social, political, economic, and organizational forces,
as emphasized by Kotisova (2019) and has impact on journalist’s mental
health and well-being.
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN
This systematic literature review aims to critically map and analyse how
academic research has addressed the emotional and psychological dimen-
sions of journalistic work, particularly through the concepts of mental
health, well-being, and mental illness.

It is guided by two research questions:

e RQI: How have academic studies approached the concepts of “well-be-
ing,” “mental health,” and “mental illness” in journalism?

e RQ2: What are the dominant debates, emerging trends and persistent
gaps across this literature?

To ensure transparency, replicability, and methodological rigor, the review
follows the PRISMA framework (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses), which is widely adopted for conducting struc-
tured literature reviews in interdisciplinary fields.

PRISMA provides a structured and replicable method for conducting lit-
erature reviews, particularly useful in synthesizing complex and multidis-
ciplinary fields such as journalism and mental health. The process unfolds
across four key stages: (1) Identification, in which initial records are gath-
ered through comprehensive database searches; (2) Screening, where du-
plicates and irrelevant titles are removed; (3) Eligibility, involving a more
detailed review of abstracts and full texts to assess inclusion criteria; and
(4) Inclusion, the final selection of studies that meet all parameters for
analysis.

The objective was to understand how peer-reviewed academic literature
has addressed mental health and well-being among journalists between
2000 and 2024. The literature search was conducted in January 2025, us-
ing the Scopus and Web of Science databases—both recognized for their
reliability and comprehensive indexing of international scholarly output.

Search strategy and term selection

A preliminary exploratory search in Scopus and Web of Science databas-
es helped refine the key terms, as it showed that the most common words
involving well-being issues in newsrooms were: “well-being”; “mental
health”, and “mental illness”. Also, words that would encompass the jour-
nalism concept were also added to the search due to proximity to the theme,
like “journalistic” and “media”. After some preliminary research, we decid-
ed to exclude the term “media’, as it was very often linked to “social media”,
which took us away from focusing on journalism. Also, a term that could be
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related to the topic was “wellness”, but as we just found the term linked to
other subject areas, it was also excluded.

The final search query included combinations of the following terms in
titles or abstracts:

o (“well-being” AND “journalis*”)
e (“mental health” AND “journalis*”’)
e (“mental illness” AND “journalis*”)

Only journal articles written in English, published between 2000 and
2024, were considered.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The eligibility of articles was assessed using a clearly defined protocol, pre-

sented in Table 1.

Table I: Study’s inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria Databases: Scopus and Web of Science

In keywords or abstracts: (“Well-being” and “journalism”); (“mental
health” and “journalism”); (“wellness” and “journalism”); (“men-
tal illness and journalism”); (“Well-being” and “journalistic”);
(“mental health” and “journalistic”); (“wellness” and “journalis-
tic”); (“mental illness” and “journalistic”)

Language: English

Type: Articles

Period: between 2000 and 2024

All fields of research

Related to:

« Journalists’ perceptions of their well-being and mental health

« How work affects journalists’ well-being and mental health

Exclusion criteria Book chapters; other languages than English; duplicated.
« Related to well-being and mental health of audiences.
« Not directly on mental illness among journalists.
« Not related to journalists.
 Related to social media.

Selection and Screening Process

An initial search yielded 497 articles: 346 from Scopus, 151 from Web of
Science. The first reviewer screened all records, removing duplicates and
titles clearly unrelated to the research topic. The second reviewer inde-
pendently reviewed the remaining abstracts according to the inclusion and
exclusion criteria. No disagreements emerged between reviewers. Articles
that merely examined news content or audience reactions were excluded
unless they explicitly addressed journalists’ own experiences of mental

health or well-being.
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A total of 67 articles were deemed potentially eligible and were read in
full by both reviewers. The Covidence software was used to facilitate full-
text screening and data extraction. After full review, seven articles were
excluded: five for focusing on irrelevant outcomes (e.g., coverage of mental
illness, not journalists themselves); two for targeting the wrong population
(e.g., articles where journalism was mentioned but not central).

The final sample included 60 peer-reviewed articles, published in En-
glish between 2000 and 2024. A customized data extraction template was
developed to capture key variables for analysis, aligned with the research
questions.

Figure 1 (PRISMA flow diagram) provides a visual summary of the re-
view process.

Figure I: Prisma flow diagram
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4. FINDINGS

This section presents the main findings of the systematic literature review,
based on a final corpus of 60 peer-reviewed English-language articles
published between 2000 and 2024. While the selection process followed
PRISMA guidelines to ensure transparency and replicability, it is import-
ant to acknowledge the limitations of the dataset. The review focused on ar-
ticles explicitly referencing the terms “journalism” and either “well-being,”
“mental health,” or “mental illness” in their titles, abstracts, or keywords,
which may have excluded studies approaching these issues through differ-
ent conceptual frameworks or terminologies. Furthermore, by relying ex-
clusively on Scopus and Web of Science, the analysis privileges scholarship
indexed in major international databases, with an inherent bias toward
Global North academic production and publications in English. As such,
this review does not claim to provide an exhaustive account of all exist-
ing research on journalists’ mental health and well-being. Instead, it offers
a thematically organized synthesis of a representative but partial body of
literature—one that allows for the identification of recurring patterns, key
debates, and persistent blind spots in how these issues have been studied
over the past two decades.

4.1. Mapping the Corpus: temporal and geographical profiles

Findings reveal a clear evolution in the academic engagement with the con-
cepts of “well-being,” “mental health,” and “mental illness” in journalism
between 2000 and 2024, marked by three distinct phases. The early years
(2000-2015) were characterized by sparse output, with only 1 to 2 publica-
tions per year and no studies identified in 2000 or 2001. The first relevant
contribution (Feinstein et al., 2002) examined the psychological impact of
war reporting, demonstrating that war correspondents exhibited higher
levels of PTSD and other psychopathologies compared to their peers.

A moderate increase occurred between 2016 and 2020, with a growing
number of publications (2-3 per year) reflecting the gradual recognition of
mental health as a relevant issue within journalism studies. However, a dra-
matic shift is observed in the pandemic and post-pandemic period (2020-
2024): while only 12 publications were identified before 2020, that number
grew to 48 articles between 2020 and 2024: six in 2020, six in 2021, nine
in 2022, 14 in 2023 and 13 in 2024. This surge cannot be attributed solely
to the pandemic but rather suggests that COVID-19 acted as a catalyst for
a lasting expansion of interest in journalists’ mental health and well-being.
Notably, many articles published after 2020, even if not directly addressing
COVID-19, reflect a heightened awareness of mental health in the profession.
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The geographical distribution of researchers (considering the affiliations
of first authors and not their nationalities) shows the Anglo-American
sphere’s clear dominance, with the United States leading (15 contribu-
tions), followed by the United Kingdom (7 contributions), Canada (6 contri-
butions), and Australia (5 contributions). However, the research landscape
is not monolithic, as contributions also emerge from other geographical lo-
cations: Austria, Finland, Netherlands, Norway and Malta (2 contributions
each) and Germany, Greece, Portugal, Belgium, Estonia, Lithuania, Mace-
donia and Sweden (1 each) in Europe; Ecuador, Colombia and Mexico (1
each) in South-America; India and Pakistan (2 each), Malaysia and Philip-
pines (1 each) in South-Pacific. The author with the most articles published
is Anthony Feinstein, professor of psychiatry at the University of Toronto
and a neuropsychiatrist, with work published in 2002 (the first article of
this corpus), 2012 and 2013.

In terms of publication venues, UK-based journals dominate the field,
accounting for 39 of the 60 publications analysed, followed by journals
based in the United States (7), Australia (3), Portugal (2), and Switzerland
(2). This distribution reflects not only academic leadership from the UK but
also a structural bias toward English-language publishing, which limits
visibility for scholarship produced in other languages.

4.2. Overall use of well-being, mental health and mental illness as key
concepts

Overall use of concepts
Findings show that the concept of well-being is mentioned in only five
of the 60 articles. It is generally treated as an umbrella term that encom-
passes multiple life dimensions, including both personal and professional
spheres, in line with the definition from the World Health Organization.
Instead of being explicitly defined, the term is often operationalized indi-
rectly through its association with related variables, such as job satisfac-
tion, resilience, and emotional distress, within the research. Among the
five definitions found, the first appears in the study by Simunjak & Men-
ke (2022), where the authors adopt the notion of “workplace well-being.”
Drawing from prior literature, they define it as encompassing “physical,
psychological and social elements, referring to physical and mental health
combined with satisfaction with social networks, processes and practices
in the workplace” (p. 2477).

From a psychological perspective, Idés & Backholm (2023) introduce
a distinction between “hedonic” and “eudaimonic” well-being: the former
relates to pleasure, comfort, and enjoyment in life, while the latter refers to
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self-realization, autonomy, and personal growth. This dual framework re-
flects a broader trend in well-being studies, distinguishing between short-
term positive affect and long-term fulfilment. A similar conceptualization
appears in Lees (2024), who, in her study on cooperativism in journalism,
describes workers’ well-being as a state of being “healthy and self-fulfilled,
with time and resources to enjoy a private life” —again grounding her ap-
proach in prior research.

Deuze (2023) is the only author to define either well-being and mental
health and also bring the term mental illness to discussion. Explaining they
are quite different concepts, he argues: “Whereas a mental health prob-
lem is quite specific and involves affect, frustration and anxiety as much as
physiological indicators such as blood pressure, heart condition and gen-
eral physical health, well-being is an all-encompassing concept including
non-work elements, life satisfaction, the feeling that what you do is worth-
while, happiness and (social) safety” (p.18). Deuze also elaborates it, indi-
cating that the absence of mental illness does not mean good mental health
or well-being and arguing the opposite: a person diagnosed with a mental
health problem can still have a feeling of well-being. In other words, the
author argues that having a reduced sense of well-being typically paves the
way for stress and various adverse consequences.

The concept of mental health appears in 49 of the 60 studies, increasing-
ly being framed as an essential component of overall health, with cover-
age evolving from purely clinical or medical perspectives to more nuanced
discussions incorporating social, cultural, and environmental factors. This
shift reflects a growing understanding of mental health as something that
affects everyone, not just those diagnosed with specific conditions, the
starting point to change a taboo that is still present in some cultures. Shah
et al. (2020) described this constraint in her article about trauma expo-
sure among regional Pakistan journalists: “Mental health is not considered
a serious health issue” (p.402). According to the authors, the professionals
might not even know they experience PTSD problems and refuse to ex-
press it to avoid shaming in their communities.

The concept of mental illness appears in nine articles and is defined in
Pearson (2011) using as source the Queensland’s law (Australia). It is used
in these articles within broader social and structural contexts. Other terms
related to these are also used in the papers, like “psychological well-being”,
“mental well-being”, “occupational well-being” in many studies. The ex-
pressions are increasingly being discussed in a broader conversation about
psychological and social welfare. As we can conclude from the temporal
analysis, earlier studies in the dataset tend to treat them as separate do-
mains. At the same time, more recent research shows a trend toward more
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integrated understanding, though the geographical aspect also matters in
how the concepts are discussed, as we mentioned before.

4.3. Dominant themes and thematic gaps

Although the first article relating to journalism and well-being or mental
health identified in this review dates to 2011 (Pearson, 2011), it does not
directly address journalists” psychological conditions. Instead, the focus
lies on developing resources for investigative journalists to understand
regulatory frameworks and mental health policies—thus highlighting how
the concern with journalists’ own well-being remained peripheral until
the late 2010s. The first article to explicitly address mental health in jour-
nalism within a communication studies framework only appeared in 2019
(McCaffrey, 2019), signalling how recently this topic entered the media re-
search agenda.

Between 2000 and 2018, the dominant framing of mental health was
largely clinical, drawing from medical or psychological perspectives. Stud-
ies from this period often focused on pathologies or diagnostic risks, in-
cluding the mental health of war correspondents (Feinstein et al., 2002),
the risk of post-traumatic stress disorder (Greenberg et al., 2009), and the
impact of covering traumatic beats such as drug-related stories (Feinstein,
2012, 2013). Even when located in communication journals, these works
tended to borrow heavily from health sciences, emphasizing exposure to
trauma over structural or occupational factors.

Starting in 2019, a clearer research agenda begins to emerge within jour-
nalism and communication studies. Our analysis reveals three dominant
thematic clusters.

o Trauma reporting and its psychological impact: Several studies
focus on the consequences of covering traumatic events or crises,
often drawing from psychological frameworks. These include both
long-term exposure (such as war or conflict reporting) and acute
incidents (mass shootings, natural disasters, etc.), with emphasis
on PTSD symptoms, emotional exhaustion, or moral injury (Seely,
2019; Petersen & Soundarajan, 2020; Martin & Murrell, 2020).

e Occupational insecurity and digital disruption: A second cluster
addresses how media industry transformations—particularly job
losses, precarious employment, and the erosion of editorial auton-
omy—negatively affect journalists” well-being. Studies in this cate-
gory also explore the pressures of adapting to digital environments,
including multitasking, metrics-driven performance, and dimin-
ished social support within shrinking newsrooms (Ricketson, 2020;
Malcorps et al., 2022). These structural conditions are increasing-
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ly understood as key drivers of emotional fatigue and professional
burnout.

COVID-19 as an accelerant and turning point: The pandemic func-
tions as a watershed moment in the literature. Not only did it in-
tensify pre-existing pressures (remote work, job instability, online
harassment), but it also expanded the scope of inquiry. Studies pub-
lished after 2020 explore how journalists adapted emotionally and
professionally to the crisis, shedding light on coping mechanisms,
institutional responses, and emerging discourses of care (Bernadas,
2020; Hoak, 2021; Espinel-Rubio, 2021; Miller & Kocan, 2022; Back-
holm & Id3s, 2022; Reyna, 2023). The pandemic thus marks a shift
toward more holistic, workplace-centred approaches to mental
health and well-being in journalism.

This thematic evolution suggests a maturing research field, moving from
clinically oriented case studies toward broader, interdisciplinary analyses
that link emotional experiences to structural and cultural contexts. Yet, as
further discussed below, significant gaps remain in addressing institution-
al responses, systemic change, and the development of practical tools for
newsroom support.

Table 2: Research goals and fields (main trends) N= 60

Research Approach  Research field 1: Research field 2:  Researchfield 3:  Periods Total of
Medical Business, Eco- Media and Jour- 2000- 2011- 2020- articles
(Psychiatry, Public nomics and Career nalism (and Social 5019 9019 2024
Health) Development) Sciences)

Nature of journal- 8 2 12 3 7 12 22

ist's work and ethos

and impact on their

mental health and

well-being

Media crisis, digital 1 1 13 1 14 15

evolution or orga-

nizational culture

and its impact on

journalists’ mental

health and well-be-

ing

Impact of Covid-19 1 10 0 0 1 1

Strategies to safe- 0 12 0 1 1 12

guard journalists’
well-being and other
issues®

48

DORA SANTOS-SILVA & GABRIELA FERREIRA



Alongside these core clusters, several studies have explored adjacent but
underexamined themes. These include journalism students’ preparedness
for hostile environments and harassment (Mesmer, 2023), journalists’
trauma literacy and emotional readiness (Shilpa et al., 2023), and the avail-
ability of resources to support journalists covering mental health issues
(Pearson, 2011). Such topics suggest an emerging concern with how emo-
tional challenges are taught, anticipated, and mediated across the profes-
sional lifecycle.

Despite this growing awareness, studies offering concrete strategies
to foster mental resilience or well-being among journalists remain rare.
Only five articles in the corpus propose or evaluate interventions. Pearson
(2021) examines how mindfulness-based practices can support resilience
and emotional regulation. Ivask et al. (2023) analyse coping strategies in
hostile reporting environments, while Martin & Murrell (2020) assess
journalists” attitudes toward resilience training. Shah & Shah (2024) of-
fer a set of recommendations for well-being safeguards, and Simunjak &
Menke (2022) evaluate organizational support systems in newsrooms. Al-
though these contributions mark an important shift from diagnosis to re-
sponse, they remain isolated efforts within a still-fragmented field.

Taken together, the dominant themes in this body of literature reflect
a gradual reorientation—from trauma-centred analysis to broader investi-
gations of institutional, pedagogical, and emotional dimensions of journal-
istic work. However, as discussed next, significant conceptual and struc-
tural gaps persist.

Corpus dimensions and profile

Academic research has focused so far in a variety of population, but it is
possible to identify certain patterns: journalists from specific territories,
such as Scandinavian (Burke & Fiksenbaum, 2008; Backholm & Id&s, 2022;
Englund et al., 2023), Indian (Banerjee & Kumar, 2024), Latin-American
(Espinel-Rubio, 2021; Feinstein, 2012) and American (Holton et al., 2023;
Mesmer, 2023; Perreault, 2024) ; afocus on journalists covering trauma-re-
lated events, like war journalists (Feinstein et al., 2002; Feinstein, 2013) or
media professionals who covered Covid-19. Some studies address women
journalists specifically in the context of work-life balance (Hamid et al.,
2024). Cross-countries corpus are residual.

Methods

The most used methods are the interviews (23 in 60) and the surveys or
self-reported questionnaires (22 in 60) or a combination of the two, con-
sistent with the most frequent research goals.
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4.4. Conceptual, geographical, and structural gaps

Despite a visible expansion in research on journalism and mental health
since 2020, our systematic review highlights several persistent and signif-
icant gaps that limit the consolidation of the field.

First, conceptual ambiguity continues to hinder theoretical coherence.
As shown in Section 4.2, only a small fraction of the studies offers explicit
definitions of “well-being,” “mental health,” or “mental illness.” Most em-
ploy these terms implicitly, without clarifying their scope, dimensions, or
interrelations. This lack of conceptual clarity weakens comparative anal-
ysis and hampers the development of shared frameworks across studies.

Second, the geographical scope of the literature remains highly skewed.
Anglo-American countries—particularly the United States, the United
Kingdom, Canada, and Australia—dominate both authorship and publica-
tion venues. While there are encouraging signs of diversification, such as
emerging studies from Latin America and Southeast Asia, systematic re-
gional perspectives remain rare. Little is known about how structural con-
ditions, cultural taboos, or labour regimes shape journalists” well-being in
non-Western contexts.

Third, structural and organizational dimensions are under-theorized.
Most research remains focused on individual symptoms, experiences, or
coping strategies, often drawing on psychological or trauma frameworks.
Far fewer studies explore institutional interventions, newsroom policies, or
professional cultures that might reduce emotional distress or prevent men-
tal health problems. Issues such as union advocacy, editorial leadership, and
human resources practices are notably absent from the conversation.

Fourth, the field lacks longitudinal and comparative designs. Most stud-
ies offer snapshot analyses or isolated case studies. There is a need for
cross-national comparisons, sectoral differences (e.g., freelancers vs. sal-
aried journalists), and longitudinal research that tracks mental health out-
comes over time and in relation to workplace change or global crises such
as COVID-19.

Finally, there is limited engagement with solutions-oriented approaches.
As seen in Section 4.3, only a handful of studies propose or evaluate inter-
ventions, and few assess their impact. This leaves a gap between diagnosis
and action—a gap that must be addressed if research is to inform policies
that meaningfully support journalists’ well-being.

Taken together, these gaps suggest a field in urgent need of greater
conceptual precision, geographic diversification, structural analysis, and
practical application. The next section discusses how future research might
address these shortcomings and contribute to a more sustainable and in-
clusive journalism culture.

DORA SANTOS-SILVA & GABRIELA FERREIRA



5. KEY FINDINGS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

This systematic literature review sought to map and critically assess how
the academic field has approached the relationship between journalism,
mental health, and well-being over the past two decades, in response to
two guiding questions: (RQ1) How have academic studies defined and ex-
plored the concepts of “well-being,” “mental health,” and “mental illness”
in journalism? (RQ2) What are the dominant themes, findings, and per-
sistent gaps in this body of research?

The findings confirm a strong correlation between the specific nature
of journalistic routines and elevated risks of mental health issues. For
instance, Aoki et al. (2013) demonstrate that journalists exhibit a high-
er prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) compared to the
general population, especially those frequently exposed to traumatic
reporting (Seely, 2019). During the pandemic, negative emotional states
such as anxiety, burnout, and loneliness were widely reported among
journalists (Backholm & Id&s, 2022), reinforcing the view that journalism
places unique and compounding psychological pressures on its practi-
tioners.

A major contribution of this review is the identification of a post-pan-
demic discursive shift. While early studies (2000-2015) primarily ad-
opted a clinical or trauma-oriented lens, focusing on war correspondents
or crisis reporters (e.g., Feinstein, 2002; Greenberg, 2009), more recent
scholarship has taken a broader and more holistic perspective on occu-
pational health, incorporating structural and organizational dimensions.
Research now increasingly acknowledges that mental health risks are
not limited to high-stress events but are embedded in everyday working
conditions, such as 24/7 news cycles, job precarity, digital pressures, and
online harassment (gimunjak & Menke, 2022; Osmann et al., 2021). This
evolution in focus reflects a wider cultural and academic awareness that
journalists’ well-being is a systemic and ethical concern.

Another key finding relates to the lack of structural responses from
media organizations, a topic consistently under-addressed in the liter-
ature. Studies show that journalists often lack institutional mechanisms
for emotional support, especially in smaller newsrooms or freelance
contexts. For example, De Jong & KotiSové (2024) document that inves-
tigative journalists frequently operate under unsafe and unsupported
conditions, leading to burnout and sleep disorders. Similarly, Holton et
al. (2021) report that organizational interventions to prevent or address
harassment are rare, while Shah et al. (2024) emphasize how economic
fragility in small-market media exacerbates emotional distress.
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Despite the growing visibility of the topic, few articles propose action-
able interventions. Only a handful of studies explore resilience-building
strategies or workplace innovations, such as mindfulness practices (Pear-
son, 2021), coping mechanisms for harassment (Ivask et al., 2023), or
leadership support models (Simunjak & Menke, 2022). This reinforces the
finding that the field remains largely diagnostic rather than solution-ori-
ented, with limited attention to preventive frameworks or long-term policy
change.

The review also clarifies the conceptual terrain, revealing how “well-be-
ing” is often used as an umbrella term without precise definitions. Only
a few authors (e.g., Deuze, 2023; Lees, 2024) explicitly distinguish well-be-
ing from mental health or mental illness, and even fewer consider eu-
daimonic dimensions such as purpose, autonomy, and professional ful-
filment. Similarly, the term “mental illness” is often implied rather than
defined, leaving critical gaps in understanding how stigma or clinical real-
ities are addressed within journalistic contexts.

In sum, this review contributes to the field by systematizing a fragment-
ed research agenda, highlighting both the conceptual ambiguities and em-
pirical blind spots that hinder a comprehensive understanding of journal-
ists’ mental health. It affirms that emotions and emotional labor are not
marginal, but central to understanding professional sustainability in jour-
nalism, especially when viewed through the lens of well-being.

6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH PATHWAYS

This systematic literature review examined how academic research has ap-
proached the relationship between journalism, well-being, mental health,
and mental illness between 2000 and 2024. Guided by two research ques-
tions, concerning the conceptual framing and thematic priorities of this
scholarship, the analysis revealed that, although the field has grown signifi-
cantly in recent years, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, it remains
marked by conceptual fragmentation and a limited focus on structural
change.

The findings show a notable shift from early studies centred on trauma—
such as post-traumatic stress among war correspondents—to broader con-
cerns with burnout, emotional labour, job insecurity, and the chronic strain
of digital acceleration. Despite this progress, the concepts of “well-being,”
“mental health,” and “mental illness” are still rarely defined explicitly, and
often treated as interchangeable. Furthermore, only a small portion of the
literature offers actionable strategies or institutional responses to support
journalists’ mental health, revealing a significant gap in solution-oriented
research.
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This review contributes to the field by providing a structured synthesis
of 60 peer-reviewed articles, mapping dominant research clusters, surfac-
ing conceptual tensions, and highlighting key omissions. It identifies four
major thematic axes—trauma and stress, media crises and job precarity,
COVID-19 impact, and organizational support—while pointing to the un-
derrepresentation of studies that take a preventive, interdisciplinary, or
systems-based approach.

Several limitations must be acknowledged. The review was restricted
to English-language articles, potentially excluding valuable perspectives
from other linguistic and cultural contexts.

Looking ahead, future research should move beyond problem identifica-
tion toward intervention and innovation. There is a pressing need for em-
pirical studies that assess the effectiveness of support mechanisms—such
as peer networks, training programs, and organizational safeguards—in
promoting resilience and well-being. Comparative, cross-national re-
search could further illuminate how cultural, economic, and institutional
differences shape journalists’ mental health. Finally, integrating perspec-
tives from psychology, sociology, media studies, and labor studies may fos-
ter a more holistic and transformative research agenda.
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ABSTRACT

This study examines how leading Croatian online news outlets reported
on Ukrainian refugees during the first month of the Russian invasion
of Ukraine. By conducting a quantitative content analysis of 491 arti-
cles, this paper contributes to the existing body of research on depic-
tions of refugees (Dobri¢ Basaneze & Ostoji¢, 2021; Matuli¢ & Skokié,
2024), with a particular focus on the national media context. Findings
confirm prior research (Cepo et al., 2020; Popovi¢ et al., 2022) suggest-
ing that refugees are often marginalised as sources. Official government
and political sources dominate media coverage, reinforcing a top-down
narrative of refugee issues. Moreover, the study also shows that the an-
alysed news outlets focused on refugees as victims fleeing occupied ter-
ritories, as well as narratives of integration, resettlement, and gratitude.
Additional findings revealed heavy reliance on agency reporting, raising
questions about diversity in Croatian online journalism. This observa-
tion suggests a potential avenue for future research on content produc-
tion strategies in the digital news environment.

KEYWORDS
Ukrainian Refugees o Croatia « Online Media « Quantitative Content
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1. INTRODUCTION

Migration and refugee issues have become defining challenges of our time,
shaping political, social, and cultural landscapes across the globe. With
over 280 million displaced individuals worldwide (Migration Data Por-
tal, n.d.), migration has significantly impacted the European Union and is
closely tied to broader economic, social, political, and technological trans-
formations (International Organisation for Migration, 2021). These intense
shifts have amplified societal debates and fueled polarisation, with far-
right political parties gaining parliamentary representation in seven EU
member states in 2024 by capitalising on economic uncertainties, cultural
insecurities, and nationalist rhetoric to gain influence across Europe.

Since the onset of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine on Febru-
ary 24th, 2022, over six million Ukrainian refugees have had to leave their
homes and search for safety in Europe. The invasion caused civilian casu-
alties, destruction of property and infrastructure, and obstructed lives in
the whole country. Almost a million Ukrainians fled to Poland, followed
by the Czech Republic, Romania, Slovakia, and the Republic of Moldova.
At the same time, Germany recorded more than a million Ukrainian refu-
gees who applied for asylum or other national protection schemes. Croatia,
a country with a population of fewer than four million, has accepted more
than 26,000 refugees through various assistance and integration programs
(UNHCR, 2025).

Furthermore, the Russian invasion of Ukraine, as one of the greatest se-
curity crises in Europe since the Second World War, has raised questions
of European security. It challenged the EU’s self-perception and pushed the
Union towards the role of protector and security provider (Friedrichs &
Sommer, 2025), while also prompting support for Ukraine’s accession to
the EU among Western European countries (Panchuk, 2024). NATO called
the aggression the “gravest threat to Euro-Atlantic security in decades”
(NATO, n.d.), urging the reinforcement of its collective defence, including
doubling the number of multinational battlegroups, exercising land forc-
es, additional combat-ready forces, approving a new model of air defence
systems and plans, acquiring new equipment and integrating Finland and
Sweden into the Alliance’s plans (NATO, n.d.).

Amid this complex geopolitical backdrop, the media plays a key role in
shaping public perceptions of migrants and refugees. The Russian invasion
of Ukraine was extensively covered by European and worldwide media,
reporting from multiple Ukrainian battlegrounds with a strong emphasis
on Ukrainian refugees and their circumstances. Studies analysing Croatian
media reveal that news outlets frequently rely on official sources, there-
by reinforcing dominant government narratives and portraying refugees
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in a negative light through sensationalist and discriminatory language
(Dobri¢ BasaneZe & Ostojié, 2021; Popovié et al., 2022). However, partic-
ular studies focusing on the reporting of the Croatian online media on the
Ukrainian refugees are scarce, leaving a research gap that this study aims
to fill. Building on previous research, this study aims to identify how the
most-read Croatian online news outlets reported on Ukrainian refugees
while reporting on the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

2. ATTITUDES TOWARDS REFUGEES AND MIGRANTS IN
THE CROATIAN SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT

Hutter & Kriesi (2021) argue that the disputes over immigration are part of
a “new structuring divide in European societies and politics” (p. 341). This
divide became more pronounced in 2024, a super-election year in which
3.7 billion voters participated across 72 countries (United Nations Develop-
ment Programme, n.d.). The European political landscape witnessed a con-
servative shift with far-right parties gaining parliamentary representation
in seven EU member states, including Croatia, the Czech Republic, Finland,
Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, and Slovakia (Green, 2024).

For Croatia, a pro-European country standing at the crossroads of Cen-
tral and Southeast Europe, the turbulence experienced over the past three
decades has strongly influenced its current political and media landscape.
Since the 1990s, Croatia has undergone a process of independence from
the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, war, and transformation from
a socialist to a democratic political system with a market-focused econo-
my (Perugko, 2013). Kumpes (2018) identifies three historical factors that
have profoundly influenced Croatia’s complex relationship with migration:
the legacy of diverse multiethnic and multicultural states on its territory,
the war and national homogenisation of the 1990s, and its accession to the
European Union in 2013, which made Croatia more susceptible towards
emigration and immigration waves. Moreover, in 2015 and 2016, Croatia
became a prominent transit country on the so-called Balkan route, which
impacted and pushed the public discourse towards political parties that
emphasised stronger border security. In their research, Bell et al. (2021)
noted intensified anti-Muslim and anti-migrant sentiments between 2008
and 2017, with a third of Eastern European respondents expressing nega-
tive attitudes toward these groups (Bell et al., 2021). In Croatia, a study on
X and Facebook users found that respondents with more positive attitudes
towards refugees were more likely to help them, and that a stronger nation-
al identity correlated with a lower willingness to assist refugees (Medlobi
& Cepo, 2018). A strong national identity and anti-immigration attitudes
were key components of the Homeland Movement’s political program. This
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right-wing political party gained a seat in the Croatian Parliament follow-
ing the 2024 elections. In Croatia, this conservative shift has been intensi-
fied by multiple uncertainties in the COVID-19 aftermath, such as market
changes, a series of earthquakes that caused severe damage to the capi-
tal and surrounding areas, geopolitical insecurities because of the war in
Ukraine, rising inflation, and the transition to the Euro currency at the be-
ginning of 2024, which caused significant economic changes. Right-wing
parties have capitalised on rising socio-economic anxieties in recent years,
offering narratives centred on traditional values and national interests
as solutions to voters’ concerns. In May 2024, Croatia’s centre-right rul-
ing party, the Croatian Democratic Union, agreed to form a coalition with
a right-wing Homeland Movement, which won 14 seats, to form a majority
in the Croatian parliament. According to their political program (Domov-
inski pokret, 2024), the Homeland Movement claims that secret transports
are being organised to deport migrants to Zagreb and that mass migrations
are a “risk to European and Croatian security” (p. 24). According to them,
some of those security threats include smuggling, violent border cross-
ings, and terrorism, despite a lack of supporting evidence. Their discourse
specifically targets non-European migrants, reflecting broader European
trends favouring intra-European migration over immigration from other
regions.

While the Homeland Movement aligns with right-wing ideology, it has
adopted strategies commonly associated with far-right parties, such as
politicising migration and refugee issues and spreading xenophobic na-
tionalism. By redirecting intolerance from biological differences to issues
such as job competition and welfare access (Vochocovd, 2020), anti-im-
migrant attitudes often use perceived threats to economic, cultural, and
social stability to fuel intolerance towards others (Czaika & Di Lillo, 2018).
The “perceived notion of threat” (Bell et al., 2021, p. 3) observes migrants
and refugees through the lenses of symbolic and realistic threats. While the
symbolic threat is usually associated with the “in-group’s religion, beliefs,
values or ideologies” (Bell et al., 2021, p. 3), the realistic threat is connect-
ed to “economic and security concerns” (ibid). Bloom et al. (2015) argue
that symbolic and realistic threats coexist and vary from person to per-
son. According to their research, materially threatened individuals prefer
migrants who are different from them and who will not “compete for the
same resources” (p. 1760), whereas individuals who feel that immigration
threatens their culture prefer migrants akin to themselves. Survey exper-
iments reveal that Europeans feel less threatened by migrants from Euro-
pean countries than from non-European countries (Czaika & Di Lillo, 2018;
De Coninck, 2020) because migrants from European countries possess
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similar “beliefs, traditions, religious roots, language, and a shared history”
(De Coninck, 2020, p. 1680; Iordache & Blanchard, 2024).

Research in the Croatian context shows that migrants are more often
perceived as a cultural threat by highly religious people, and that those
whose identity intertwines religious and nationalist beliefs will express so-
cial distance towards migrants (Kumpes, 2018). A correlation between re-
ligious attitudes and negative views on migration was confirmed on a sam-
ple of 603 Croatian students (Stipsi¢, 2022), where religiosity had the most
significant influence on negative attitudes toward migrants. It is worth
noting that Croatia is a predominantly Roman Catholic country, with more
than 78% of its citizens declaring their affiliation with the Roman Catho-
lic Church during the last population census. Religious affiliation, together
with lower educational attainment, rural background, right-wing political
orientation, lower socio-economic status, and nationalistic sentiments, was
identified as a predictor of attitudes towards migrants (Ca¢ié-Kumpes et
al., 2024). The same authors have also found that attitudes towards immi-
gration become more negative after an increase in the number of migrants,
especially pronounced in the indicator of immigration as a cultural threat.
The most recent research on attitudes toward migrants, refugees, and mi-
norities in Croatia, conducted by the Centre for Peace Studies in Zagreb,
situates growing prejudice, xenophobia, perceived threats, and negative
evaluations of immigration within the context of an influx of foreign work-
ers. Compared to data from 2013 and 2017, these attitudes have intensified
by 2024, particularly towards specific groups such as Arabs and Muslims
(Zupari¢-1lji¢ & Lali¢, 2024).

3. SPECIFICITIES OF THE CROATIAN MEDIA MARKET
AND REPORTING ON SENSITIVE GROUPS

Like other Central and Eastern European countries, Croatia has a rela-
tively recent history of governance under a non-democratic political sys-
tem, and it continues to deal with its legacy to this day (Ravbar, 2026). For
countries with a recent non-democratic past, media trust poses a special
challenge, as trust in the media as a social institution is closely linked
to trust in the political system, politicians, and journalists. As a partial
sentiment from the previous regime, the belief that journalists cannot
be trusted because they only write what their owners tell them to (Ur-
banikova, 2023) fuels scepticism towards journalists and their profes-
sion. A comparison of Reuters data on trust in the news before and after
the COVID-19 pandemic reveals that times of insecurity amplified the
spread of disinformation, which had already been present in some media
spaces (Ravbar, 2026). The so-called ‘alternative’ media, which had begun
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building audiences through disinformation prior to the pandemic, ex-
panded their content primarily through social media accounts and chan-
nels (Birchall & Knight, 2022). SEE Check, a network of fact-checking
organisations from South-Eastern Europe, analysed social media posts
and media texts posted in the first 150 days of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. They have flagged over 1,396 social media posts and media texts
as manipulative or false, published in various media outlets in Serbia,
Bosnia, Montenegro, and Croatia. Most of the narratives present in the
media space were pro-Russian disinformation discourse, which spread
the narrative of Ukraine as a pro-Nazi country, blamed NATO and the
United States of America for the war in Ukraine, and accused some Eu-
ropean countries of developing biochemical weapons in laboratories in
Ukraine (Muri¢ et al., 2022). Furthermore, a study focused on the use
of disinformation by the Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation
about the invasion of Ukraine in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Koso-
vo, North Macedonia, and Montenegro showed that, while Russia tried
to inflict the narrative that foreign mercenaries are fighting in Ukraine,
it did not achieve its goals - polarisation and change in attitudes among
targeted countries (Mandi¢ & Klari¢, 2023).

The spread of disinformation and misinformation during and after
the COVID-19 pandemic, combined with socio-historical circumstances
that make people more susceptible to mistrusting the media, is clearly
reflected in the overall low trust in news in Croatia, at 32% (Reporters
Without Borders, n.d.). Low trust is further exacerbated by some Croatian
officials who deliberately evade media questions while accusing journal-
ists of bias, harming the reputation of professionals and newsrooms. In
combination with an attack on journalistic credibility, defamation law-
suits, which are used to put “pressure on journalists and their freedom
to report on sensitive topics” (Bleyer-Simon et al., 2024, p. 30), are on
the rise. Furthermore, the so-called “Anti-Leaks” legislation proposed in
2023 dealt another blow to the journalistic profession. While the Croa-
tian government praised the legislation, stating that it will “criminalise
unauthorised disclosure of the content of investigative or evidentiary ac-
tion” (Prtoric, 2023), the Croatian Journalistic Association asserted that
it will undermine journalistic freedoms and access to information. The
overall climate, including SLAPP procedures initiated by politicians and
business figures to intimidate investigative journalists, as well as threats,
harassment, online violence, and declining salaries since the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic (Reporters Without Borders, n.d.), resulted in Croa-
tia dropping to 48th place on the 2024 World Press Freedom Index.

However, the Croatian media market is still diverse. When reporting

medidlni studia / media studies » 2026 / Special Issue

studie o study

65



SILENCED VOICES AT THE BORDER

66

on the “phenomena, actors, and processes that people do not have direct
experience of” (Popovié et al., 2022, p. 6), the media has an irreplaceable
role. The sources given a platform are especially important when report-
ing on refugee issues because they can influence public opinion either
positively or negatively (Cepo et al., 2020). Multiple studies developed in
the aftermath of the large influx of migrants and refugees to Europe in
2015 show “the predominance of stereotyped interpretations of refugee
and asylum issues” (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017, p. 1749). Refugees
were often depicted as “silent actors and victims” (Georgiou & Zaborows-
ki, 2017, p. 17), with their voices overshadowed by those of politicians and
experts (Sumuvuori et al., 2017). Such portrayals risk further victimisa-
tion and reinforce perceptions of refugees as passive and voiceless rather
than as individuals with agency.

Contrastingly, media coverage of Ukrainian refugees during the early
stages of the Russian invasion reflects a more inclusive approach. Mat-
uli¢ and Skoki¢’s findings (2024) show that BBC, CNN, and Al Jazeera
employed respectful language, avoided stereotyping, and highlighted the
educational achievements and humanitarian needs of Ukrainians, while
English-language media outlets emphasised forced displacement and
vulnerability of Ukrainians (Sambaraju & Shrikant, 2023). Finnish me-
dia also presented Ukrainian refugees in a positive light, portraying them
as vulnerable individuals eager to integrate into society, while simulta-
neously capturing the complexity of their experiences through diverse
emotional narratives (Martikainen & Sakki, 2023).

There are still significant research gaps in media coverage of Ukrainian
refugees in Croatia. The most comprehensive study to date, conducted by
Popovié et al. (2022), analysed 3,044 articles on migration and found that
Croatian media predominantly relied on official sources, often uncritical-
ly reflecting government policies. The study also uncovered that refugees
were predominantly reported negatively, which is mainly attributed to
sensationalism, excessive dramatisation, and gender stereotyping. Fur-
thermore, Dobri¢ BasaneZe and Ostoji¢ (2021) studied Croatian migration
discourse through corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis. Their
findings revealed discriminatory language in news pieces, portraying ref-
ugees as threats and degrading them with inaccurate terminology. The
authors emphasised that, in that way, refugees are “discriminated against
not only when they are physically pushed back at the borders but also in
the words the media use” (p. 22).
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4. RESEARCH DESIGN

4.1. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study aims to understand how the most-read Croatian online news
outlets reported on Ukrainian refugees while reporting on the Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine. Based on a literature review showing that news media
primarily use official statements as sources when reporting on refugee
issues (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017; Popovi¢ et al., 2022; Sumuvuori et
al., 2017), it is anticipated that Croatian online media will focus on official
sources when reporting on refugee issues (H1). Accordingly, the first re-
search question is:

e RQI: What sources did journalists use when reporting on the Russian
invasion of Ukraine?

In times where pressure on media production is exacerbated by the de-
mands of a 24/7 news cycle and competition with other online news out-
lets, online media utilise search engine optimisation (SEO) strategies to
boost their content and increase their digital visibility. In the first month
of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, when the topic garnered significant
engagement, news outlets attempted to optimise their content by using
hashtags that would draw the most traction. Because this study focuses on
analysing articles marked with the hashtags “Ukraine” and “refugees,” it
can be assumed that all the published articles will tackle only the chosen
topic. However, due to the optimisation of journalistic content with multi-
ple hashtags, it is anticipated that a significant number of articles will not
write about refugees at all (H2), despite the use of the hashtag. The second
research question tries to answer that.

e RQ2: What is the main topic of the article?
The last research question builds on the previous one and attempts to iden-
tify which aspect of the refugee experiences was showcased in the stories.

This research question aims to explore:

o RQ3:If the article mentioned Ukrainian refugees, what part of the refu-
gee experience did the article talk about?

medidlni studia / media studies » 2026 / Special Issue

studie o study

67



SILENCED VOICES AT THE BORDER

68

4.2. DATA SELECTION AND SAMPLING

This study aims to identify how the most-read Croatian online news out-
lets reported on Ukrainian refugees during the first month of the Russian
invasion of Ukraine. For more than five years, online media has been the
primary source of news for the majority of the Croatian population, with
the weekly reach of the most popular online news website (Index.hr) out-
growing the weekly reach of the most popular television channel in Croatia
(Nova TV) (Perugko, 2024). Index.hr and 24sata.hr were chosen for this
analysis primarily due to their popularity and audience reach, as well as
their distinct approaches to reporting. Index.hr has been active on the Cro-
atian media scene since 2002. It is a commercial, privately owned news
media outlet established by Croatian journalist Matija Babié. It is a tab-
loid-style outlet with independent reporting and a liberal leaning (Grbesa
& Volarevi¢, 2021). They are often critical of the Croatian government, and
their investigative journalists have a history of uncovering corruption sto-
ries. However, the audiences are divided. While 46% of Croatian citizens
trust Index as a brand, almost 30% distrust it, which shows a significant
discrepancy in overall trust in this media brand. The second online news
outlet in this analysis, 24sata.hr, has the same level of trust as Index, at
46%, but the level of distrust among the population is lower, at 26% (Pe-
rusko, 2024). 24sata.hr is an online version of the first Croatian tabloid
newspaper, 24sata, a centrist media outlet. They gained popularity with
their paper format, its smaller size, and affordability. They first entered the
Croatian media market in 2005 and became the most-read daily newspa-
per in Croatia within a year. In the early 2010s, they launched the phone
app for their news outlet and adjusted their news platform to be compatible
with mobile browsers, setting a trend in the Croatian media scene. Today,
they are the second most-read online news outlet, trailing only Index.hr,
and the two often compete for readers. However, 24sata is owned by the
Austrian Styria Media Group, which also owns other prominent media out-
lets in Croatia.

The timeframe for this research was the first month of the invasion of
Ukraine. This research considered all articles published on the two news
outlets from February 24th to March 24th, 2022. Since the full-scale in-
vasion is an unprecedented attack on another European country in recent
European history, this timeframe was purposefully chosen to see how
the Croatian media reported on the Russian invasion of Ukraine as soon
as the invasion started. However, this timeframe has its limitations. The
first month of the invasion was marked by a peculiar informational chaos
characteristic of a new, unprecedented war situation. Social media has be-
come an important source of information, but that also means that more
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misinformation and disinformation are present online. There was a need
to establish quality communication channels in the new situation, so Cro-
atian media outlets focused on news agencies as credible sources of infor-
mation. After the initial informational shock, some newsrooms sent their
journalists to Ukraine, credible communication channels were established,
and the flow of information stabilised. However, the first month of the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine remains an important and interesting analytical
timeframe.

As the unit of analysis in this research, a journalistic piece was taken,
which includes the text and associated equipment. Analysed articles were
filtered by the hashtags under which they were published. Due to the sheer
volume of articles published about the invasion of Ukraine and the par-
ticular interest in reporting on refugees, this research included all articles
tagged with hashtags #Ukraine (Croatian: #Ukrajina) and #refugees (Cro-
atian: #izbjeglice). The search was conducted using the news outlets’ web-
site search engines. Under these hashtags and in the chosen timeframe,
Index.hr published 272 articles in total and 24sata.hr 235. It is essential to
acknowledge that 24sata.hr has a subscription on their website for more
‘exclusive’ content, so some articles were not available for analysis because
they were behind a paywall. This research focused solely on publicly avail-
able, free online news articles, as only 9% of the Croatian population pays
for online news, and therefore, this content would not be accessible to the
general public. When excluding these articles, the total number of anal-
ysed articles from 24sata.hr was 219. The total number of articles analysed
from both online news outlets was 491.

4.3. METHOD

A quantitative content analysis of the two most-read Croatian online
news outlets was conducted to answer the research questions. Quantita-
tive content analysis was employed as a well-established research method
that systematically analyses media texts (Blumell et al., 2019), having been
previously used in researching similar and relevant topics (Blumell et al.,
2019; Rehejeh, 2020; Rothenberger & Schmitt, 2024). The main advantages
of this method are the ability to generalise and process a large number of
units and “systematic observation and quantification of patterns in texts”
(Coe & Scacco, 2017, p. 1).

4.4. CODE DEVELOPMENT

The data were analysed manually in Excel using quantitative content analysis.
Before the coding process began, a codebook was developed, defining variables
and their corresponding coding. An extensive set of codes was used to observe
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larger patterns on a larger scale. The codebook consisted of 18 different param-
eters of analysis separated into three main parts: article structure, topics of the
articles and sources used, and a part concerning reporting on refugees.

The first category consisted of naming the online news outlet, the type
of published article, the placement of the article in its respective section
on the website, the author’s signature, the article’s length, the content of
the photograph, and the type of headline. The second category focused on
the article’s main topic, the prevalence of different sources in the story
and identifying them. While it would be expected that all articles under
the hashtag ‘refugees’ would have them as the main topic of the reporting,
other reporting topics were considered when coding. Other proposed cod-
ing categories included international relations between various European
countries, the political and economic consequences for Ukraine, Russia,
Croatia, and Europe in general, the chronological events of the invasion,
the destruction and loss suffered by the Russians, and the destruction and
loss suffered by the Ukrainians. The category ‘other’ was also included. This
category was used as a code in all other stories that did not fit this category,
such as volunteering at the border, saving animals and pets from destroyed
parts of Ukrainian territory, and Croatians organising the transport of
non-perishable goods to Ukraine. The last category examined whether
Ukrainian refugees were mentioned in the article and what their story was
about.

5. RESULTS

5.1. INDEX.HR

When reporting on the Russian invasion of Ukraine from February 24th
to March 24th 2022, Index.hr published 272 online articles, of which 94%
(N=257) were news articles. Other published articles concerning refugees
were commentaries and reports, and were placed in their respective online
columns accordingly. All published articles disclosed authorship, but the
most significant number of articles (60%, N=163) was signed only by the
newsroom signature. The analysis notes that 39% (N=105) of articles were
signed by the news agency Hina, meaning that the entire content of the
article was sourced from the news agency. Only the commentary articles
were signed by the journalist’s full name and last name. Over half of all
published articles (64%, N=173) were short news articles. This study de-
fined a short article as a text up to 1500 characters, including spaces. A sig-
nificantly smaller percentage of articles, 31% (N=83), were medium length,
defined as a text between 1,500 and 3,000 characters, including spaces.
Almost 6% (N=15) of articles exceeded 3000 characters and were therefore
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considered long articles according to this analysis. Most of the headlines
(74%, N=200) published by Index.hr when reporting on the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine were informative. Only a few headlines, 26% (N=71), were
sensationalist. A sensationalist headline, for the purpose of this study, was
defined as a headline that presents information in a shocking or exciting
way, triggering recipients’ reactions, such as attention and emotions (Otto,
Glogger, & Boukes, 2016).

All published articles featured a large headline photograph, which was
used to capture the reader’s attention. Most often, in 26% (N=71) of pub-
lished articles, the Index.hr used cover photos that showed wartime scenes,
such as photographs from the frontlines depicting battles, arms, tanks, or
combat aircraft.

Graph 1: What was on the cover photograph of Index.hr when reporting on the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. (N=272)
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The second largest category in the photo analysis is “Something/someone
else”. This category contained all the other potential cover photographs
not part of the initial coding list. The photographs coded as “Something/
someone else” were predominantly depicting volunteers, refugee centres,
animals saved from the war zone and photographs from the Ukrainian
borders. While the articles were purposefully filtered with the hashtag ref-
ugees, refugees made the headline photographs in almost 18% (N=48) of
cases. One reason might be that journalists from this online news outlet
did not go to Ukraine to build their pictures and/or video database, so their
access to photographs was limited.
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During reporting on the invasion of Ukraine, Index.hr also produced
the montaged logo titled ‘War in Ukraine.’ The logo consisted of Vladimir
Putin’s head in black and white on a red background, with Hitler’s mous-
tache edited onto his face, which is still on their news site. This logo was
often included in the corner of headline photos of stories that covered the
Russian invasion of Ukraine and showed the newsroom’s support towards
Ukrainians with a caricature of the Russian president.

In the analysed timeframe, Index.hr dedicated the most extensive number
of articles to Ukrainian refugees (22%, N=59), which was to be expected due
to the purposeful filtering. The stories covering refugees as their main topic
mainly focused on their struggles to run from the occupied territories and
on refugees as victims of the war. However, because of boosting their con-
tentand increasing their digital visibility, Index.hr used various hashtags per
story. Categories that follow reporting on refugees include the chronological
happenings of the invasion (14%, N=37), the destruction of Ukraine (13%,
N=36), international relations between Ukraine and Russia (13%, N=36), and
the destruction and losses on the Russian side (11%, N=31). The least repre-
sented topic concerns Croatian international relations with Russia.

Graph 2: Main sources used in the articles published by Index.hr. (N=261)
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96% (N=261) of Index.hr’s articles had sources, which show the journalists’
extensive coverage and research abilities. Although they had plenty of sourc-
es, 33% (N=85) of all sources were official statements, often from political
parties, politicians, or organisations coordinating refugees’ needs when ar-
riving in the European Union. The second most cited sources were Ukrainian
politicians or governmental representatives. Citing Ukrainian governmental
sources is mainly connected with regular video briefings by the Ukrainian
president, Volodymyr Zelenskyj. For comparison, although 22% (N=59) of
published texts focused on Ukrainian refugees as their main topic, refugees
themselves were cited as sources in less than 3% (N=7) of articles. That in-
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dicates that they were mostly talked about but did not get the chance to be
creators of their own stories and discourses surrounding them.

5.2. 24SATA.HR

In the analysed timeframe, 24sata.hr published in a total of 235 articles.
Because some were published behind a closed paywall, they were unavail-
able for analysis. After excluding these articles from the total number, this
study comprised 219 online articles. Regarding the type of article, 24sata
showed more diversity than Index.hr. While 79% (N=173) of their articles
were news pieces, they published more reports (5%, N=12), interviews (4%,
N=8), and commentary articles (1%, N=3). As Index.hr, 24sata.hr also signed
all of their authors, but mainly using their full names and surnames, which
is the policy of their newsroom. However, 24sata also published a signifi-
cantly higher number of agency texts - 58% (N=126). This shows that news
agencies played a crucial role in the first month of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, providing information, stories, and photographs to the Croatian
online news outlets. Most of the articles published at 24sata.hr are medium
length (65%, N=143), and less than 29% (N=63) are short news articles. It is
interesting to acknowledge that 24sata.hr had almost the same percentage
of long articles as its competitor. The main headline was informative in 80%
(N=176) of articles. Sensationalist titles occupy 19% (N=42) of articles, fewer
than their counterpart’s, and were primarily used when citing refugees in
stories focused on the sufferings caused by Russian aggression.

Graph 3: What was on the cover photographs of 24sata.hr when reporting on the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. (N=219)
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Analysis of headline photographs showed that 24sata.hr put greater em-
phasis on showing the invasion of Ukraine through the experiences of ref-
ugees, showcasing them in their headline photos (47%, N=102), followed by
the category ‘Something/someone else’ (24%, N=53). Photographs in this
category mostly showed volunteers from the Polish-Ukrainian border and
24sata.hr’s journalists who covered the refugees’ stories. The third most
common category was one in which Croatian politicians or governmen-
tal representatives commented on the refugees’ issues and how Croatia
copes with the influx of people. Similar to the previously analysed Index.
hr, 24sata.hr used no photographs from Russia - their politicians, cities, or
soldiers.

In the analysed timeframe, the topic of 66% (N=144) of 24sata.hr’s ar-
ticles were Ukrainian refugees, significantly more than the Index.hr. The
stories covering refugees as their main topic focused on the experience
of refugees finding a home in another country (40%, N=89), including
stories about their integration, locating their families in European Union
countries, and accounts of refugees expressing gratitude to their hosts for
taking them in. 41% (N=83) of the stories centred on their experience as
a victim of war and Russian occupation. When the articles addressed Eu-
ropean or Croatian policies towards refugees, refugees were often referred
to as ‘others’.

The second most-coded topic of 24sata.hr’s articles were categorised as
‘Other’ (11%, N=24), with stories from volunteers, NGOs, and humanitar-
ian organisations helping refugees, distributing food and medicine, and
helping with finding accommodation after escaping the war. This catego-
ry also included articles about Russian troops taking the nuclear power
plant Chornobyl and the potential dangers that could come afterwards. 5%
(N=11) of published articles addressed the destruction in Ukraine, and al-
most 3% (N=6) reported on the chronological events of the invasion. Other
topics proposed in the codebook were not found in 24sata.hr’s reporting
indicated that their use of hashtags under the stories was more connected
to the topic they were focusing on in the article.

The great majority of articles were published on 24sata.hr (92%, N=202)
had sources. Articles without sources were typically commentary articles
or brief pieces that tracked the progress of the Ukrainian army using on-
line maps. The most frequently used sources (25%, N=50) were official
statements, which included statements from political parties, army lead-
ers, and the highest levels of the state, followed by Croatian politicians or
governmental representatives (18%, N=36). Because 24sata.hr newsroom
sent their journalists to report from the Ukrainian border, they had more
access to civilians, volunteers, and refugees, who were represented with
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11% (N=22) respectively. Highly represented sources also included politi-
cians and governmental representatives from other countries, primarily
quoted in the stories about international politics and repercussions to-
wards Russia. Russian politicians and war experts were not quoted when
reporting these issues.

Graph 4: Main sources used in the articles published by 24sata.hr. (N=202)
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study analysed how the most-read Croatian online news outlets re-
ported on Ukrainian refugees during the first month of the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine. It contributes to the existing literature on refugees in the
media (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; Dobrié BasaneZe & Ostojié, 2021;
Matuli¢ & Skokié, 2024; Martikainen & Sakki, 2023), focusing specifically
on Croatian online news outlets.

Firstly, while there have been some studies on refugees in Croatian me-
dia (Popovié et al., 2022; Cepo et al., 2020), there has been limited research
addressing Ukrainian refugees, particularly using quantitative content
analysis. What is particularly pertinent in these findings is confirmation
of previous findings (Popovié et al., 2022; Sumuvuori et al., 2017), claiming
that “refugees were given limited opportunities to speak of their experi-
ences and suffering” (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017, p. 17). Although the
group of refugees in this study differs (this study focused on Ukrainians),
and there is a time lapse since previous studies, the trends in media re-
porting on refugees persist. Croatian media also used official statements as
their primary news sources, confirming the first hypothesis and answering
RQL. Ukrainian refugees were sources in 6% (N=29) of all analysed articles,
indicating that they were mostly talked about but did not get the chance
to be creators of their own stories and discourses surrounding them. It is
important to note 24sata.hr newsroom sent their journalists to report from
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the Ukrainian border, so they had more access to civilians, volunteers, and
refugees (10%, N=22, respectively), in comparison to Index.hr, whose jour-
nalists were not in the field, and had refugees as sources in less than 3%
(N=7) of articles.

Secondly, although it could be expected that, due to purposive sampling,
all articles would focus on refugees as their main topic, this has been prov-
en untrue. There is an indication that, because the unprecedented invasion
of Ukraine captured significant online engagement, media outlets utilised
search engine optimisation strategies to position their content online. This
means that the study anticipated a significant number of articles not writ-
ing about refugees at all (H2), despite the hashtag under the article. To ad-
dress the second hypothesis, the study aimed to answer Research Question
2: What is the main topic of the article? The analysis showed that Index.hr
and 24sata.hrboth dedicated the most extensive number of their articles to
the topic of Ukrainian refugees (22%, N=59 and 66%, N=144, respectively).
In the case of Index.hr, the second hypothesis was confirmed. A significant
number of articles published on their website did not feature Ukrainian
refugees as the main topic, despite being marked with the hashtag #refu-
gees. Other topics prevalent in the Index.hr’s reporting on refugees is re-
porting on chronological happenings of invasion, destruction of Ukraine,
international relations between Ukraine and Russia, and destruction and
losses on the Russian side.

The last research question (RQ3), “If the article mentioned Ukrainian
refugees, what part of the refugee experience did the article talk about?”
was successfully answered through this analysis. The stories on refugees
by Index.hr primarily focused on their struggles to flee the occupied ter-
ritories and refugees as victims of the war. 24sata.hr, having more access
to the refugees due to their field reporting, focused on the experiences of
refugees regarding integration, resettlement, and gratitude toward host
countries. When the articles addressed the topics of European or Croatian
policies towards refugees, they were mentioned as ‘others, people who are
talked about but do not speak for themselves. The policies and actions were
brought up for them, but not in collaboration with them, without giving
their input on the broader political or economic impact on their lives.

Lastly, an interesting finding emerged from this analysis. Correlating
with the research conducted by Popovi¢ et al. (2022), who discovered fre-
quent repetition of articles from other media and recycling of media con-
tent, this study discovered an intense use of agency texts. Croatian news
agency Hina’s news articles were published in their entirety by Index in
39% (N=105) of cases, and more than 58% (N=126) by 24sata. In the online
news space, media outlets face immense pressure regarding rapid content
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production, as “economic constraints are higher for online newspapers”
(Welbers et al., 2016, p. 317). News agencies present a good opportunity to
cut costs and time, and making commercially-driven decisions in a media
business (Johnston & Forde, 2011) is justifiable. However, because both an-
alysed online news outlets significantly relied on the same news agency
(Hina) when reporting on the Russian invasion of Ukraine, a question of
diversity of their content is raised. Although this is outside the scope of
this study, it could serve as a basis for another study on Croatian online
news outlets.

7. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study is not without limitations. Firstly, a notable limitation is the
study’s timeframe. The analysed content represented the first month of the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, likely influencing the coverage and the iden-
tified patterns. Secondly, though quantitative content analysis systemati-
cally analyses articles published on the chosen topic, it can lack the nuanc-
es that a qualitative study would provide. Furthermore, addressing some
of the research questions with an additional qualitative approach would
provide a deeper insight into the current situation of the Croatian online
media news market. This will be addressed by an additional study that the
researcher is currently conducting.
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ABSTRACT

Screen time has become one of the more pervasive debates in recent
years, eliciting recommendations from states and health organizations
alike. While the debate often focuses on the negative aspects of screen
time and screen use, actual experiences are seldom at the forefront of
these debates. This article explores a Swedish single mother’s experi-
ence with her child’s screen time, in their everyday domestic life. The
case is selected from a larger empirical body of 23 semi-structured in-
terviews with 34 parents living in Sweden. A social phenomenological
perspective is applied to explore the everyday expectations and negoti-
ations this mother experiences and engages in. It is clear that the way
screen time is experienced is highly context-dependent and often re-
liant on negotiation work around ambivalence and uncertainty. As the
mother moves through the small life-worlds of her home life, screen
time attains differing, and often diverging, meanings. As a phenome-
non, screen time holds a distinct place in everyday life, dependent on
modes of attention (visible in negotiations around rules, management
and notions of trust) and inattention (as ‘naturalized’ and routinized in
the domestic space).

KEYWORDS
Screen Time o Everyday Life e Parenting e Single Parents « Negotia-
tions « Phenomenology



1. INTRODUCTION
‘Screen time’ has become an intensely debated subject in many western soci-
eties in the 2020s, connoting management, limitation and control of children
and youths’ media use in the context of everyday family life. In Sweden, the na-
tional health authority rolled out recommendations on screen time for young
children in 2024 (Folkhdlsomyndigheten, 2024), causing a pervasive public
debate. Screen time constitutes a special issue in discussions on media devel-
opments in the digital age (exemplified by Australian social media age restric-
tions, or WHOs (2019) recommendations, where screen time is linked to child
obesity). While children are often thought of as especially vulnerable in terms
of health (Lupton, 2013), management of their digital practices ultimately be-
falls parents and caretakers. Discourses around screen time promote “practices
that parents are expected to follow as responsible citizens of the state” (Willett
& Wheeler 2021, p. 723). Substantial responsibility is placed on parents to cover
all aspects of children’s lives, which in the digital age means navigating com-
plex situations and forms of mediation (Schofield Clark, 2013). Screen time,
understood as time spent in front of screens, has become a product of the dig-
ital age, and is now largely a taken-for-granted aspect of everyday family life.
While the hypothesized harmful dimensions of media use and screen time
have been extensively studied, “research on screen time does not acknowl-
edge the unique behavioural context and users” (Pontes, 2021). Hence, it is
essential to address the unique values, practices, and contexts within which
parents navigate their everyday lives (such as socio-economic contexts). This
article explores the everyday of one Swedish parent, “Ester,” a single mother
of an eight-year-old daughter, mainly through the social phenomenological
perspectives of Alfred Schiitz (1970; 1973) and Benita Luckmann (1970). It
is important to note that when ‘screen time’ is used in this text, it connotes
the term as it is used in everyday language. The use of ‘screen time’ is often
criticized for concealing crucial aspects of media use in everyday life; since
its inception, it has been linked to children’s ‘excessive’ media use (see Engel-
hardt, 1991). Sandberg et al. (2024a) note that the term is often far too gener-
alizing, covering a wide range of media practices, contents and technologies
in one simplified expression. Within psychology, for instance, screen time
denotes excessive use of media technologies (Tezol et al., 2022), excluding
important contexts. This in turn has implications for how the term ema-
nates in public discourse. Moreover, the term has been criticized for being
too imprecise in referencing social problems. In usage, it does not account
for families, parents, caregivers or children outside of (hetero)normative,
nuclear family ideals. The presupposed notion is that it is a universal phe-
nomenon. However, screen time as a term is (often deeply) integrated into
families” everyday lives, including their everyday language. So regardless of
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these issues, the term remains meaningful to parents. Related negotiations
and media practices are engrained and inseparable from the mundane day-
to-day (Couldry & Hepp, 2016). Here, the central focus is on screen time as
a form of management of children’s media use, which is how most parents
describe the phenomenon when asked about it. Therefore, the usage of the
term in the present article should be understood as a ‘phenomenon’ (which
can be experienced by individuals), which adds to an understanding of par-
ents lived experience with it.

The empirical case is one of 23 interviews with parents in Sweden during
2020 and 2023. Through social phenomenology, description and interpreta-
tion remains methods of understanding, focusing on the world as it comes
into being to individuals (Bengtsson, 1998). The subjective experiences of Es-
ter’s everyday family life function as a point of departure, where she negotiates
the values, norms and subsequent practices associated with her child’s screen
time. While parental perspectives have been at the forefront of a substantial
body of research on media use and family life (Schofield Clark, 2013; Blum-
Ross & Livingstone, 2018; Sandberg et al., 2021; 2024a; 2024b), important
specificities emerge through greater emphasis on parents’ taken-for-granted
life-world. Moreover, many of the studies in the field of digital media use and
families focus on ‘traditional’ families (Mannell et al., 2024). Hence, an im-
portant contribution of this article is investigating a single-parent household,
which often involves different challenges and perspectives. Looking closer at
single-parent households can shed light on these specific challenges and add to
knowledge on non-normative family life. It is important to be conscious of the
potential ‘othering’” of non-traditional families, to avoid mythologizing them
(Golombok, 2015). The phenomenological perspective provides an alternative
approach to subjective experience, which here involves a detailed analysis of
the mother’s life-world as she herself experiences it.

The article’s analytical section begins with a short introduction to the phe-
nomenological perspective operating in the analysis, exemplified through
a few quotes from the larger body of interview data. These also highlight the
experiences of Ester, who is the main analytical focus. One central theme
is how screen time is part of the routinization of everyday life, and in some
ways experienced as a ‘natural’ part of it. This theme contextually illustrates
how parents experience screen time as part of their life-world, as another
routine in modern media-saturated life. The article is based upon Ester’s sub-
jective experiences with the phenomenon of screen time in her day-to-day,
which is more thematically varied.!

1 Ester becomes a specific case study, which is included in my PhD dissertation on parenting
and screen time in everyday life, defended on September 12 2025.
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2. SCREEN TIME, PARENTING AND EVERYDAY LIFE

The contexts and ideas of media as catalysts for harmful effects are
long-standing, often conceptualized as moral or health-related effects on
audiences (see Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Leick, 2019; Nesi et al., 2022); the
bulk of which has focused on negative effects (Kaye et al., 2020; Mari-
carmen, 2020). Psychological and medical studies have consistently
linked young children’s increased or unregulated screen time with de-
creased psychological well-being (Tezol et al., 2022). Hence, a vast body
of research investigates the effects of screen time on child development
(see for example Kracht at al., 2023; Yamamoto et al., 2023; Yang et al.,
2024; Slobodin et al., 2024), as well as tactics for regulating screen time
for health reasons (Ponti, 2023). Further, screen time research tends to
emphasize the relationship between screen use and physical activity
(Iguacel et al., 2018; Forte et al., 2023). Often, these studies’ discursive
presentation carry values and norms that shape notions of “appropri-
ate screen time use” (Vrinda et al., 2021) or “excessive screen time use”
(Tezol et al., 2022). However, these notions of the broad, generalizing
term screen time have been challenged by psychologists too, citing that
it remains a blunt instrument (Kaye et al., 2021). Kaye et al. (2021) argue
that it is two-fold; screen time does not function as an all-encompassing
term for all media-related practices, neither are there any longitudinally
established correlations proving long-term effects. As such, some argue
for the need to pay greater attention to the contexts where families are
exposed to media and screen time, resulting in development of specific
methods and methodologies (see Barr et al., 2020). Nonetheless, the field
of studies on digital media, children and families has been criticized for
too often “looking backward to old debates, concepts, and methods rather
than looking forward” (Mannell et al., 2024:623).

This has impact on public discourse, as negatively charged health per-
spectives tend to be premiered, ultimately defining what has become
a “highly controversial concept” (Sandberg et al., 2024a). As such, the re-
alities of actually living with the phenomenon mean that “[p]arents take
on, and often amplify, the abundant and fearful claims that screen time is
damaging their children physically and mentally” (Blum-Ross & Living-
stone, 2018, p. 179). Consequently, a counter-reaction to ‘excessive’ screen
use has emerged, often coined digital detox (Syvertsen, 2020; 2023).
Sometimes described as a movement, digital detox is predominately seen
as individual practices, such as organized screen free retreats or spaces
(Syvertsen, 2023). These practices are seen as responses to digitized so-
ciety, which “permeate our everyday lives” (Lomborg & Ytre-Arne, 2021).

medidlni studia / media studies » 2026 / Special Issue

studie o study

85



“IT HAS SNUCK INTO ALL PARTS OF OUR LIFE”

86

The norms around (self-imposed) digital disconnection signal perceived
feelings of not being in control of one’s media use, which are shaped by
social life (Fast et al., 2021). The arguments cement screen time as inher-
ently bad or harmful, connoting that less is always better.

Research on screen time and family life does not only encompass psy-
chological and health related perspectives, even if these are persistent
in public discourse. Survey studies have shown how parents implement
rules regarding screen time, based on the American Academy of Pedi-
atric recommendations (D’Angelo & Moreno, 2019). Livingstone (2021)
problematizes rules-focused perspectives and argues that when “screen
time becomes a battle between parent and child, everyone loses” (2021,
p. 89), with reference to the increased pressures to manage and enforce
screen time that parents experience. This pressure is also noted in Swe-
den by Sandberg et al. (2024b), who have studied young children’s (0-3
years of age) screen use and interviewed their parents. Amongst several
important conclusions, they argue that screen time as a concept does not
specify what is actually done on the screen. Moreover, they discuss how
screen time experiences and negotiations often rely on “personal mor-
al values” (Sandberg et al., 2024b). According to Livingstone (2021; also
see Blum-Ross & Livingstone, 2018), screen time negotiations are often
grounded in anxiety, guilt and self-stigmatization. Media technology and
practices are sources of struggle, seen as needing to be domesticated into
everyday family life (Sandberg et al., 2021). These arguments are often
based on “references to expert advice” (Mascheroni & Zaffaroni, 2025),
for instance dictating how much is believed to be ‘excessive’.

However, parents’ individual experiences of screen time are not ho-
mogenous, which several studies illustrate. In the US, Willett (2021) notes
that for the parents she interviewed, practices and decisions around
screen time often contradict recommendation and regulation discours-
es. Managing screen media in the domestic space thus becomes “efforts
to maintain ontological security” (2021, p. 340). In the UK, Livingstone
and Blum-Ross (2020) bring up the importance of policies relying on ac-
tual (heterogenous) experience, noting that parenting styles impact the
way media use is handled in the family. Sandberg et al. (2024b) argue
for similar perspectives within the Swedish context, as they see state
recommendations as far too generalizing. In a study from the Spanish
context, Monteiro et al. (2022) include pre-school teachers alongside
parents, concluding that respondents reproduce public debates and rec-
ommendation discourses in their practices around screens. Discourses
thus extend outside of family life, while still impacting it. In interviews
with Australian parents, Jeffrey (2021) points to how socio-technological
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perspectives on child development and everyday media technology man-
agement practices “intensify parental anxieties” (2021, p. 1057). Overall,
these studies show how screen time is tied to intense and sensitive expe-
riences and feelings, relating to specific ideals and norms.

3. METHODS AND METHODOLOGY
Ester is selected from interviews conducted with 34 parents living in
Sweden, with both individual parents and couples (23 interviews in to-
tal). The focus has been understanding the experiences, ideas and relat-
ed practices related to screen time in the parents’ daily life. This article
represents a case study of one of the parents interviewed, which allows
for a more detailed exploration of screen time in one parent’s everyday
family life. The selection of the parent was based on thematic as well as
contextual considerations. Ester is a young single mother of an eight-
year-old who works irregular hours in a care home in a larger Swedish
city (further presented in the opening of the analytical section). She was
interviewed in her home at the end of 2023. Being a single parent has
implications for Ester’s experiences of her daughter’s screen time, both in
ideals and practices. It impacts the ways in which she negotiates and sub-
sequently shapes screen time practices and norms in the domestic space.
Her experiences constitute a thematic frame in which a phenomenolog-
ical perspective allows for a subjective understanding of her subjective
everyday situations.

As a case study, this article’s aim is to extract detailed knowledge from
a single case. As Flyvbjerg (2013) puts it: “It is only because of experi-
ence with cases that one can at all move from being a beginner to be-
ing an expert” (2013, p. 222). While Flyvbjerg is referring to the use of
case studies in educational methodology, this still rings true in terms of
knowledge production through, as in this case, interview-based means.
The context-dependence of a case study invites a deeper understand-
ing that is sometimes lost in large-scale approaches; attention to the
“nuanced view of reality” (Flyvbjerg 2013, p. 223) that this article relies
on. While the case presented here is specific, it should be understood as
part of a larger body of research on parenting, media and everyday life.
Unique cases such as this can bring forth “black swans” (Flyvbjerg, 2013),
which in larger studies might constitute small results, often left out in
favor of more persistent patterns. Hence, while Sandberg et al. (2021)
use a similar approach, they focus on two families with toddlers where
everyday conditions differ from that of Ester’s, recognizing the need for
more case-based unique knowledge within parenting and screen time in
daily life, not least within non-traditional families.
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4. APHENOMENOLOGICAL ACCOUNT OF EVERYDAY

FAMILY LIFE
In this article, special focus is given to the “symbolic significance” (Shove
etal., 2012) of screen time experiences as an integrated part of Ester’s life-
world, following Schiitz (1970; Schiitz & Luckmann, 1973) social phenom-
enological perspective. A phenomenological perspective emphasizes in-
dividuals” subjective experiences of phenomena and objects (Bengtsson,
1998). In phenomenology, the surrounding world is seen as transcendent
- it exists regardless of individuals’ belief in it (which differs from Carte-
sian philosophy). Within the life-world, individuals encounter phenomena
and other individuals, cultural and social norms, continually making sense
of living with these dimensions of the mundane daily life. Schiitz (1970)
uses the notion of ‘natural attitude’ (also see Schiitz & Luckmann, 1973) to
illustrate the fabric of an experience as it is directed towards the world (as
it appears to us). The natural attitude notion posits that the world appears
unquestionable and taken for granted; we do not reflect on or question ev-
ery detail. As Husserl (1995) notes, one can reflect on one’s place in the
world and the relation one has to specific objects, however, this remains
from the vantage point of ‘solid ground’ (1995, p. 70). We do not question
the atoms and particles which make up our smart phone screen as we come
into contact with it; the construct is as it appears to us, a solid black and
shiny screen.? However, the screen is made up of atoms and particles, that
is not in question. The question remains how we experience these objects
and phenomena. Schiitz (1970) uses Husserl’s (1995) notion of intentional-
ity to explain this. Intentionality is a certain state of mind, directed at spe-
cific phenomena (of meaning) (Husserl, 1995; Schiitz & Luckmann, 1973).
To intend something is to make a connection with the intended phenome-
na, representing something in a certain way. This makes phenomenologi-
cal philosophy unique, as it includes a natural scientific explanation of the
world, yet still focuses on our lived everyday experience of it (West, 2010).
It means understanding the world as intersubjective, as we share this con-
scious way of being with other subjects.

Screen technologies are very much part of this intersubjective world,
as parents’ subjective experiences within the world remain a focal point.
What can be extracted from understanding the “movements” (Moores,
2015) through daily life is that experiences of screen time are often part

2 Certainly, one can question and think about these subjects, the point being that phenome-
nology builds on the idea of taking these things for granted as a part of our everyday lives.
We can wonder about them, but we still live with them as real and tangible objects of our
lived experience.
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of complex negotiations. Within the larger scope of material from which
the case study is selected, screen time is often experienced as a more or
less ‘naturalized’ part of everyday life. The management, and often strug-
gle, that screen time entails for the parents is expressed as one of the many
dimensions of mundane daily life. One mother states that: “It's something
that’s here and will continue to be, and maybe it will develop even more.”
More than just being an example of how the phenomena is taken-for-grant-
ed in families’ everyday life, screen time remains consistent in the digital
age and experienced in many of the “small life-worlds” (Luckmann, 1970)
of the interviewed parents. Several of the parents acknowledge how screen
time is part of what can be understood as “routinization work,” a site of ne-
gotiating the often-felt shame and self-stigmatization around the phenom-
enon (which is also noted by Sandberg et al., 2024a). As another mother
notes: “In the end it becomes quite difficult ... Like “what is screen time?”
[...] Our screens are part of our daily life.” Screen time, as an experienced
phenomenon in daily life, is part of the routinization work that takes place
constantly in the domestic space (and beyond). With this short introduc-
tion to the phenomenological perspective this article relies upon, the re-
maining sections focus on the case of Ester.

4.1. The small-life world of the domestic space

For Ester, a single mother living with her eight-year-old daughter in a larg-
er town in southern Sweden, screen time becomes a topic that constitutes
many facets of her daily life. Ester works irregular hours at a care home,
acknowledging that she relies on her mother a lot for parts of her child-
care. It allows her to work weekends and nights, which would otherwise
be impossible. She does not disclose the role of her child’s father, simply
telling me “no” when asked if he is involved in her and her child’s life. The
routines and habits Ester and her daughter have established are thus often
based on the two of them only. I ask Ester to describe a “typical Tuesday,” to
further understand how screen time and media practices are incorporated
in her day-to-day:

Ok, so if we say that I work as normal, because it depends on how I work. So,
there’s no set routine. Well, there is, because [the child] has to go to school, so
she has a routine. So yeah, there is a routine regardless of how I work. [...] On
Tuesdays I also work out, and my mom comes over at night. That’s basically it.
Tuesdays are pretty boring.

Tuesdays are typical, mundane weekdays for Ester, filled with work, work-
ing out and other routine activities. She explains that her daughter’s rou-
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tines are more important than her own, as she wants her daughter to
have consistency in her daily life. When Luckmann (1970) describes what
constitutes small life-worlds, she posits that an individual is “a part-time
citizen in a variety of part-time societies” (1970, p. 587). These societies,
or contexts, are realms of expectation, shaping what is experienced and
how. The domestic space is one such context, and as such contains its own
meanings, expectations and experiences. Ester describes one such small
life-world, which in turn relates to other small life-worlds (like work or
going to the gym). Central here, however, is understanding the small life-
world which Ester defines as the mundane domestic everyday - her home
life. It remains a special place, with its own “horizons” (Husserl, 1995), for
example, the expectations and relations experiences have with different
phenomena that occur in this small life-world. As an example, when asked
how Ester usually starts her day, she explains how screen use and screen
time have become a regular occurrence in that mundaneness:

Then she takes her tablet and goes to get dressed. I prepare breakfast, she eats
and watches something. And then she watches the tablet until it’s time to leave.
So, everything she’s doing, she does together with her screen. And that’s to avoid
any conflicts in the morning. It’s how two people who are tired in the morning

survive.

The morning rituals include screen time as a coherent activity; the phe-
nomenon constitutes large parts of the routine. As Barbaras and Lawlor
(2012) note, there is a difference in the phenomenological “lived-experi-
ence,” which is simply a constant stream of experiences, and an “active di-
mension of life” (2012, p. 99). When Highmore (2011) describes the things
which we interact with daily, “[b]eds, chairs and clothes accommodate us:
most of the time they receive our ‘daily inattention” (2011, p. 58). Screen
technology and related practices oscillate between demanding attention
and inattention, which constitutes parents’ everyday life. An active di-
mension of living requires attention, while other parts of living can be de-
fined as intuitive or “just living.” While screen time can be understood as
a permeating phenomenon in Ester’s everyday life, it often needs special
attention, or specific acts. The interplay between attention and inattention,
where Ester lets her daughter use the screen to maintain stability in the
morning, utilizes both dimensions, albeit differently. Ester explains her
daughter’s use of the tablet as a way to make up for the fact that it is just the
two of them in their domestic space. The screen becomes both a “motiva-
tion to get out of bed” and a privilege that can be taken away “if she doesn’t
do the things she’s supposed to.”
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Building on expectations of trust, Ester’s notion of screen time is a nego-
tiation between keeping a manageable morning routine and establishing
rules of conduct. Inattention to objects, as things that simply exist without
much question (Highmore, 2011), is based on the objects having a quality
of ‘naturally existing,’ often functionally. The tablet, and screen time, be-
come functional objects in Ester’s small life-world. This functionality works
best when it allows for inattention - when screen time is part of their “just
living.” Ester’s experience of screen time in the morning is bound to the
object as a keeper of peace. However, the phenomenon has a special at-
tention-based need, when ‘misused’ by her daughter. She describes this
notion of trust simply: “So if she does what she needs to, there is essen-
tially less fighting.” The everyday becomes a small-life world with “familiar
spaces of movement” (Moores, 2017, p. 64), where the maintenance of a co-
herent and recognizable flow of daily life is paramount for keeping strug-
gles at bay. Even if contexts change, the movement is based on the familiar
and “knowable” (Luckmann, 1970). Ester’s negotiation around when screen
time is ‘ok’ is based on her own experiences, as well as the more extraordi-
nary aspects of it (when it is used as punishment or reward). This dualism
of the ordinary and extraordinary lies at the heart of how the phenomenon
is experienced by Ester.

4.2. The dualisms of screen time

On a more reflective note, when asked how she and her daughter discuss
the subject of screen time, Ester expresses the experienced dualism of the
phenomenon:

We talk quite a lot [about screen time] ... You don’t want to scare [the children]
either, because it’s also a part of our life today. It’s going to be there. So, I don’t
want to create fear that the internet is dangerous, because it’s not. It’s a huge
asset. But you have to be careful with it. And with all that I feel it’s my responsi-
bility as a parent; I can’t put that responsibility on you yet. I have to be the one
to keep you safe.

The interplay between being compelled to act or just “living” is often based
on what appears natural, and what appears disruptive (Barbaras & Law-
lor, 2012). It becomes apparent that Ester’s negotiation between discourses
of risk and screen time, as an integrated feature of modern life, is highly
context-dependent. As Ester expressed above, there needs to be a flow of
simply living in the morning, encompassing a need to avoid conflict - they
just need to “survive.” This is not always easy, as Ester argues. There needs
to be mutual trust between the two of them, as they are both responsible
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for keeping situations conflict-free. This is akin to what Moran (2021) dubs
“joint agency,” where the subjects are not acting in solitude; rather, the ex-
perience is reliant on several subjects. Although Ester and her daughter
have different experiences, they act towards an intersubjective coherence,
where both agencies are inseparable. Things simply need to move along,
with both individuals on the same page - especially since none of them are
morning people. It is a mutual agreement that does not need to be verbal-
ized daily, remaining within the coherent life-world as ‘naturalized.” Screen
time is experienced as part of this ‘naturalization,” a coherent part of the
small-life world. Ester also notes that her being a single parent impacts the
responsibility she feels towards her child’s screen use:

Absolutely, of course as a single parent it’s another type of responsibility, like ev-
erything. Because I have the ultimate responsibility. [...] Primarily I think that
when I can’t hack it there’s no-one else who can do it for me. And then the screen
is there, for better or for worse. The good thing is that there’s a solution. The bad
thing is that it might not even have been needed in the first place.

The seemingly simple example of Ester and her daughter’s morning routine
hence encompasses complex experiences, which intertwine and shape the
small-life world of the domestic space. The small life-world can be defined
as such because of the “knowable” and specific negotiations and practices
preformed in it. Ester illustrates this when she connects responsibility, trust
and certain meanings of screen use to their morning routine. Ester is “in-
tending” (Schiitz, 1970; Husserl, 1995) screen time with very specific under-
standing, which can be both emotional (based in frustration or conflict) and
rational (where screen use is negotiated as ‘harmful’). Simply “surviving”
is thus no simple act. The morning has specific expectations, or “horizons,”
based on mutual trust as well as experienced necessity. While the domes-
tic space can be understood as a small life-world, it contains contexts that
change as Ester moves through everyday life. Distinct expectations, which
follow the different context changes, rely on experiences that also differ in
meaning. However, these contexts are part of Ester’s “wide-awakedness”
in her day-to-day, her “paramount reality” (Schiitz, 1970, p. 253). Using the
tablet to get through the morning is part of her domestic life, but moving
from one context to another, expectations are subject to change. This par-
amount reality includes how she understands the diverging (and converg-
ing) contexts in which she finds herself. Not only does she have the respon-
sibilities of a mother, but they are as a single mother. This is her subjective
experience, in which she places full responsibility for her child’s upbringing
on herself. It colors her experience of and expectations on managing her
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daughter’s screen time, meaning the horizons of her small life-world are
dependent on her being single. The small life-world can also be understood
as her being a single parent, with its specific horizons and modes of acting.

The morning only constitutes one example of Ester and her daugh-
ter’s daily life - screen time is part of many contexts in their small life-
world. Ester explains what she experiences as screen time (consistently
using this term) sometimes looks in the evening:

On a Tuesday, we might just eat in front of the TV [...]. Even if we're watching to-
gether, we watch different things. So, the function [of screen time] in the evening
I feel is relaxation, to close off a bit and wind down. [...] When it’s been a crappy
day, we'll take care of ourselves [...] and have a cozy night together.

Again, as the context changes, so does the way in which screen time is giv-
en meaning, how it is intended. Instead of making things function or sim-
ply “surviving,” as with the morning routine, screen time is now relaxation
and winding down. Moving into another context is moving into another
province of meaning, which can be very different from the next. The hori-
zons which Ester explains here are wildly different to those of the morning
routine. Here horizons of “coziness” and “taking care of ourselves” become
associated with the phenomenon. As Ester moves through her daily life,
her horizons around different phenomena change, depending on mood,
a specific space or temporality. Not least is it dependent on the technology -
for the evening, the television instead of the tablet. According to Ester, the
television is still screen time; however, it is a specific screen time. Its charac-
ter is social and seemingly far removed from the morning’s survival mode.
She nolonger sees screen time as related to harm; instead, it becomes a way
for her and her daughter to wind down together. Ester also mentions how
her daughter, who often gets to choose what they watch, selects something
she knows they both like, without much question. This becomes another
example of how Ester articulates the joint agency she and her daughter
share. The coherence of the everyday is shared, in Ester’s experience, may-
be even in a stronger sense in relation to being a single parent; as she says:
“There’s no-one else who can do it for me.” This also shows how screen use,
media technology, and subsequently screen time, have become part of the
ongoing everyday experience of Ester and her daughter, and the different
meanings associated with the phenomenon.

4.3. Screen time, ambivalence and uncertainty

The examples above illustrate different contexts of experience, as well as
how the norms and values around screen time are negotiated by Ester.
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These negotiations are, however, not always clear-cut or certain; they often
include that of the unknown, and ambivalence. These dimensions become
clear when Ester continues to explain how she discusses screen time with

her daughter:

You wouldn’t let just anyone into our apartment. You let in people you know,
people you trust. It’s the same here, because they enter into your world, even if
it’s on a screen, they enter into your private life. They come in, you might be on
your bed, they come into your bed, sort of, but through the screen. And I think
she understands that.

Ester perceives the domestic space as a very specific space: a safe one for
her and her daughter. She continues to explain that she feels her daughter
understands these ideas and knows what is expected of her. Nonetheless,
Ester notes that more is expected of her as a single mother. She is the one
who needs to research the content her daughter accesses. Ester uses the
example of Roblox, a digital game she felt the need to manage and, at first,
restrict quite heavily. Their worlds are often far apart, and Ester acknowl-
edges this. Screen time is associated with disruptive qualities that can in-
vade the domestic family space established by the two of them, making it
fragile in many ways. Ester notes that she cannot constantly surveil her
daughter, and when things simply need solving (like the morning routine),
she needs to be more inattentive to what is happening on the tablet. The
ideals and norms around screen time as having harmful qualities creates
expectations for the technology and its practices. While morning screen
time keeps things calm, there is a world beyond the screen that can enter
the domestic space, should Ester not be careful or prepared. The domes-
tic space is as a specific realm of experience which Ester feels she must
protect. While being an aggregation of many contexts, the domestic still
provides specific “province[s] of meaning” (Schiitz, 1970). In Ester’s meta-
phor, the virtual and physical worlds can bleed into each other. Considering
these “plural senses of lived experience” (Cavallaro & Warren, 2025) allows
for understanding screen time as something transcendent of the actual
phenomenon. The meanings Ester ascribes to experiencing the object and
phenomenon also have metaphysical dimensions (such as digital content
that can have ‘real life’ consequences). Ester sees the phenomenon as po-
tentially crossing into the safe space of the domestic, the small life-world,
and bringing in something else. Further, the risk is tied to a specific object
and practice, making the metaphor a “real” risk; the perception of the ob-
ject is tied to the experience, which creates the “real” risk (O’Shiel, 2025).
The contexts of everyday life then hold their own unique meanings, rit-
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uals, practices and norms (see for example Bausinger, 1984), and Ester re-
lates to them through her small life-world (both in terms of being a single
mother and in the domestic space). At the same time, the issues she sees
as related to media practices are not separable from “the normative and
performative discourse on “screen time”” (Mascheroni & Zaffaroni, 2025).
Screen time requires attention from Ester, as she experiences the horizons
of harm, while certain contexts rely on specific modes of inattention. When
asked how she manages screen time in these different situations, Ester ex-
plains that: “For me, it’s very much a feeling.” Rather than moving though
everyday life with screen time in terms of rules or strict management,
she relies on what feels ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. As mentioned, experience and
intentionality towards screen time can appear rational but is often based
on emotion. Ester illustrates how this feeling is, once again, built on trust:

And I feel like it’s also one [reason for not having screen time rules] that me and
her are pretty tight. And that has its good and bad sides. The good thing is that
I feel like we talk about things [...] And I feel like there’s this unwritten rule that
if we don’t do that, we will need more rules. Like, it’s freedom with responsibility.
You're allowed only what you can manage.

Trust becomes a large part of the expectations Ester experiences around
screen time. However, uncertainty is prevalent in many of these contexts.
Ester’s expectations are connected to her and her daughter being open
around screen time, and what is expected within the domestic space. As
long as Ester feels this line of communication is open, she can be some-
what inattentive towards her daughter’s screen time practices. She intends
screen time to be reliant on trust and open communication but also values
of risk and ‘routinized’ everyday practices. The complex ways in which Es-
ter intends the objects and practices that make up screen time show how
she herself moves between different provinces of meaning, in which the
phenomenon attains different meanings. This leads to constant negotia-
tions, which transform and occur on different levels. These negotiations
also rely on Ester’s own specific context, that of being a single mother.
She notes that the different modes of acting are also built on respecting
if her daughter is “fully into something,” like a digital game or an episode
on YouTube. Ester calls this one of the several “frames” she uses to discuss
screen time with her daughter, which she feels allows for much easier ap-
proach than strict rules or restrictions around time or content. She uses
these “frames” to contextualize the expectations her daughter should have
around certain media practices. Ester explains how this makes it easier for
her to relay “rules” in a way that makes sense to her daughter - a strategy
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related to her having full responsibility in child-rearing. The “routinization
work” that surrounds screen time and her child’s media practices fall pri-
marily, if not solely, on her (and in certain contexts, her child). Making the
morning routine function smoothly is not at the same level as making sure
that negotiations around screen time practices are built on trust. The ide-
als and values Ester negotiates around screen time are thus part of several
provinces of meaning, to differing degrees. Ester notes that her attitude
towards screen time might be a product of her own relation to screens, as
she says: “I don't see myself as a screen person.” At the end of the inter-
view, she reflects on whether she is actually doing the “right” thing when it
comes to screen time:

Ialso think to myself that I should be more careful than I am. I should think more
about it than I do. And I think it’s quite tricky because I also feel that I am a part
of it all. Now it’s a part of society and you just have to accept it and find my way
to relate to [screen time]. But it has snuck into all parts of our life, like.

As has been discussed in earlier parts of this article, Ester acknowledges
the way in which screen time is experienced as infused into seemingly all
parts of her life-world. Her perception of screen time being something
unknown becomes apparent in her deliberation. She does not experience
screen time as something separate from everyday life, yet it holds a special
place in it. The right way to deal with this phenomenon is also a source of
uncertainty. Ester feels she should be more careful than she currently is, as
the outcome of screen time practices are unknown to her. Screen time, as
aphenomenon, is in itself a source of uncertainty, as Ester intends it.

5. CONCLUSION

The larger data set mentioned at the beginning of this article (also see Jo-
hansson 2025) as well as Ester’s experiences show how parents learn to live
with screen time as a ‘naturalized’ part of daily life. The specific case of Es-
ter provides knowledge on the ambivalent dimensions of what meaning of
screen time means in the domestic space (and beyond). As a single mother,
Ester emphasizes the added child-rearing responsibilities she has as sole
caregiver. Further, Ester sees the joint agency of her daughter as crucial to
making screen time management work in their daily life, which she repeat-
edly attributes to her being a single parent. When following Ester’s move-
ment through her everyday contexts and small life-worlds, the complexities
of screen time as an everyday phenomenon emerge. Ester relies strongly
on feelings of trust in the meaning-making processes around screen time,
in intending the phenomenon. As she manages her daughter’s screen time,
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she perceives the phenomenon as requiring a special kind of attention (or
inattention). As the everyday contexts change and Ester (together with her
daughter) moves through these contexts, so does the meaning of and how
she intends the phenomenon. Screen time becomes a dualism in several
ways, among them as both related to objects (screen technology) and con-
nected to practices (like keeping the peace in their morning routine). These
two dimensions are not separate to Ester, as she often discusses them in the
same terms. The meanings of screen time as a phenomenon are in constant
negotiation within Ester, as she on the one hand sees it as a consistent part
of daily life, while on the other, negotiates the norms surrounding it (like
those of harm).

This case shines a light on the specificities of screen time as experienced
in everyday life. While the concept is often criticized, it is important to note
that it holds specific value and understanding in parents’ life-worlds. Un-
derstanding their struggles in the digital age, for example when question-
ing or seeking to improve policies (see arguments in Livingstone & Blum-
Ross, 2020; Sandberg et al., 2024a), can be complemented by focusing on
the negotiation work highlighted by a single case study. Ester’s negotia-
tions, expectations and experiences are ambivalent and even contradicto-
ry. She feels determined concerning some aspects, yet she also questions
many of them. Here, a phenomenological account can shed light on the
uncertainties of the experience, revealing the different facets of screen
time. This is an exploration of what values and meanings these ambiva-
lences, feelings and expectations create for Ester. Instead of focusing on
the discourses and norms that Ester references and negotiates, a phenom-
enological account explores the norms and values that emanate from the
subjective experience. This follows what Livingstone (2021) has argued for;
screen time as a concept might need to be abandoned without neglecting
the place it has attained in the experiences of everyday life. Screen time is
indicative of much of contemporary (Western) family life; as an explana-
tion of the struggles, ideals and experiences of contemporary parenthood,
it can reveal plenty.
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ABSTRACT

This article explores the discursive construction of social identities in
online discussions on gender antagonism in Bulgaria through a critical
discourse analysis of posts on the anonymous Q&A platform Spodeli.
Drawing on social identity theory and Connell’s concept of hegemonic
masculinity, the study examines how forum users construct an in-group
identity of ‘the Bulgarian man” by Othering women, gender-noncon-
forming individuals, Roma, and Western men as threats to national and
masculine identity. The analysis highlights how platform affordances
such as anonymity, lack of moderation, accessibility, and visibility fa-
cilitate the proliferation of misogynistic discourse. The findings show
that despite sharing similarities with Western misogynist/anti-feminist
discourses, discussions on the forum are largely shaped by post-com-
munist anxieties around economy and national sovereignty. This study
advances scholarship on networked misogyny by offering a situated
analysis from an Eastern European perspective, revealing how gender
antagonism is deeply intertwined with nationalist and anti-democratic
currents in Bulgaria.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the surge in misogyny and anti-feminism online has re-
ceived substantial scholarly attention (Banet-Weiser, 2018; Fontanella et
al., 2024; Hoebanx, 2024), particularly in the Western context (e.g. Ging,
2019; Krendel, 2020; Marwick & Caplan, 2018; Rothermel, 2023). While
misogyny is far from a modern issue, it has recently taken on new forms,
aided by advancements in digital technology. The internet has enabled the
transnationalization and systematic mobilization of anti-feminist sen-
timents by established and emerging political actors who oppose wom-
en’s rights and gender equality policies (Roggeband & Krizsan, 2020).
These developments have changed both the narratives these actors employ
and the methods they use to communicate their ideas (Ging, 2019), result-
ing in what Banet-Weiser and Miltner (2016, p. 171) dub networked misogy-
ny - “an especially virulent strain of violence and hostility towards women
in online environments.”

However, much less is written about this phenomenon’s manifestations
outside Western countries. One largely under-researched geographical
area is Eastern Europe, and particularly former Eastern Bloc members,
despite significant prevalence of anti-feminist sentiments and politics in
the region. Countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) score lowest on
the Gender Equality Index for the continent (European Institute for Gen-
der Equality, 2023). Furthermore, concerted opposition to women'’s rights
in the CEE region has impacted both institutional and civic levels. Author-
ities” gender equality efforts regularly face backlash, while NGOs endure
funding restrictions, smear campaigns, and delegitimizing labels such as
‘foreign agents’ (Roggeband & Krizsén, 2024). A noteworthy case in Bulgar-
ia is the rejection of the Council of Europe Convention on Violence against
Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) in 2018, to which on-
line alliances of conservative groups were instrumental (Darakchi, 2019).

Considering cultural differences and uneven democratic developments
across Europe, the present study addresses the spread of networked mi-
sogyny in the context of Bulgaria - an Eastern European country on the
Balkans. Using a discourse-historical approach to CDA informed by social
identity theory and hegemonic masculinity, the study explores antagonis-
tic gender discourses on the Bulgarian Q&A forum Spodeli. In doing so, it
aims to identify constructed social identities and their role in amplifying
hostility towards women and other enemy out-groups.

This study contributes an understanding of misogynistic discourse in
online spaces and its political implications outside of an Anglo-Saxon con-
text. A further contribution lies in the exploration of these issues beyond
political actors, looking instead at how misogyny, anti-feminism and back-
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lash against women’s rights in Bulgaria are articulated and circulated on-
line. The choice of platform is motivated by recent findings suggesting that
online environments straddling the line between fringe and mainstream,
where everyday topics intersect with extremist discourse and hate speech,
can serve as gateways to radicalization (Akerlund, 2021a), and contribute
to the normalization of extremist discourse (Ekstrom, 2023). These previ-
ous findings underscore the importance of understanding the affordances
of a platform such as Spodeli, which the present study contributes to.

1. UNDERSTANDING THE DYNAMICS OF NETWORKED MISOGYNY

Previous research highlights how misogynistic discourse thrives on con-
structing in-group identities by scapegoating specific gendered out-groups
as the root of societal problems (Blais & Dupuis-Déri, 2012). Misogynis-
tic discourse often relies on rigid, binary gender categories, positioning
men as the in-group and women as the out-group. Such discourse taps
into emotional vulnerabilities and broader societal anxieties. Women are
constructed as ‘abject Others,’ blamed for issues like economic instability,
shifting political landscapes, or perceived cultural decline related to chang-
es in gender roles and norms (Chang, 2022). This potent combination of
emotional appeal and collective identity, Blais and Dupuis-Déri (2012) ar-
gue, constructs a shared sense of grievance among men directed at a com-
mon enemy, thus increasing the virality potential of networked misogyny.

Networked misogyny plays a significant role in contemporary political
struggles by amplifying and mobilizing forces around gender roles and
hegemonic notions of masculinity. Online platforms have become fertile
grounds for anti-feminist and misogynistic discourses, which are often
intertwined with broader political agendas (Ging & Siapera, 2019). In her
study of Turkish anti-Istanbul Convention groups’ online posts, Eslen-Ziya
(2022) highlights the connection between networked misogyny and main-
stream political movements that seek to restrict or reverse gender equality
policies. By framing gender equality as a zero-sum game, where gains for
women equal losses for men, such discourse effectively galvanizes opposi-
tion to women’s rights.

Understanding the circulation and articulation of networked misogyny
within bounded national contexts is complicated given its transnational
character. Local, regional, and global discourses mix on open, English-lan-
guage platforms, where users often remain anonymous. While scholars
increasingly recognize anti-feminism and misogyny as global phenomena
(Ging & Siapera, 2019; Goetz & Mayer, 2023), there is a dearth of research
into how misogyny manifests in non-English-speaking contexts. In the
Balkan context, Milanovié (2021) has attempted to capture anti-feminist
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online discourses specific to Serbia by analyzing posts from Serbian IP ad-
dresses on the 4chan board /pol/ (‘Politically Incorrect’). A key limitation,
however, is the exclusive use of English-language data from an interna-
tional platform. Since English proficiency in Balkan countries lags behind
the European average (EF, 2024), this approach may fail to capture sub-
stantial segments of the population engaging with anti-feminist and/or
misogynist rhetoric in local languages.

1.1. Historical Legacies and Contemporary Backlashes: Gender,
Politics, and Identity in Bulgaria

Critical discourse analysis acknowledges that discourses both shape and
are shaped by the environments in which they occur. This requires situ-
ating the present study within the Bulgarian socio-political context. Bul-
garia’s geopolitical position—a former Eastern Bloc member, part of CEE,
the Balkans, and the EU—reflects a blend of diverse, sometimes contra-
dictory, influences. These include the country’s communist past, prolonged
post-communist transition, the 2008 economic crisis, and EU policies fol-
lowing its accession.

As a “recent democracy” (Roggeband & Krizsn, 2020, p. 2), Bulgaria
continues to grapple with its past as an Eastern Bloc member (1946-1989).
This period of sweeping reforms in many areas, including women’s rights
and societal roles, continues to shape debates in modern Bulgaria, where
generational and ideological divides between the country’s communist leg-
acy and pro-European outlook persist.

According to Slabakova (1992, p. 140), during the communist period,
society “was not so much male-oriented as Communist-party oriented” -
which worked to the benefit of women’s rights. In 1944, women obtained
voting rights (Daskalova, 2004), and abortion, though intermittently
restricted, became legal in 1956 (UN, 2002). By 1950, Bulgaria had im-
plemented state-funded, universally accessible healthcare (Georgieva
et al., 2007). Women entered education and the workforce, supported by
social policies such as paid maternity leave, daycare facilities, and public
canteens. The Bulgarian Women’s Movement Committee pushed legisla-
tive reforms and showcased Bulgaria internationally as a leader in wom-
en’s emancipation, particularly during the UN Women’s Decade 1975-1985
(Ghodsee, 2012). However, the structural improvements to women’s social
stance were accompanied by strongly conservative public discourse. The
state primarily referred to women as mothers, and motherhood was ideal-
ized as part of a ‘natural gender harmony.” Although equality was guaran-
teed in principle, the state apparatus failed to acknowledge the diversity of
women’s experiences, overlooking the specific needs of i.e. queer women,
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women from ethnic and religious minorities, and women with disabilities
(Brunnbauer & Taylor, 2004).

Bulgaria’s transition to democracy and EU integration was not without
its controversies. Disillusioned by worsening living conditions post-1989,
Bulgarians initially viewed EU membership with optimism - 72% were
in favor of it before Bulgaria’s EU accession in 2007 (Dimitrova, 2012).
Women'’s rights were expected to benefit as well, with accession requiring
alignment with the EU acquis communautaire on gender equality, including
passing the Law on Protection against Discrimination (Daskalova, 2005).
However, progress proved complex. Government efforts were focused on
meeting economic and political benchmarks for accession, while social
issues like gender inequality were sidelined, failing to properly enter the
public debate (Luleva, 2016). Amidst this development, the imposition of
Western gender equality models, without public debate or consideration
of Bulgaria’s unique historical and cultural context, led to resistance and
waves of socialist nostalgia (Ghodsee, 2004). After the EU accession, devel-
opment stalled, and emigration fueled by the 2008 economic crisis brought
about demographic and labor market challenges (Bogdanov & Rangelova,
2012). In this context, there has been little public discussion of the lasting
effects of the communist past, providing an opportunity for anti-EU po-
litical actors to reframe these issues as consequences of Europeanisation
(Stanchev, 2023).

Against this backdrop, Bulgaria has recently seen a surge in anti-feminist
and misogynist rhetoric. A notable event was the 2018 backlash against the
ratification of the Istanbul Convention, which conservative and far-right
actors in the country framed as a threat to traditional values and family
structures in Bulgaria. The ensuing debates popularized the term ‘gender
ideology’ - a catch-all phrase used to vilify feminist movements and pro-
mote fears of Western cultural imperialism (Kovacheva, 2023). This nar-
rative has since merged with broader nationalist and anti-EU discourses,
fueling hostility toward progressive human- and women’s rights reforms.
More recently, a 2024 law banning LGBTQ+ ‘propaganda’ in schools has
further entrenched traditionalist views, casting gender equality advocates
as cultural adversaries (Todorov, 2024).

2. SOCIALIDENTITY THEORY AND THE DISCURSIVE
POWER OF OTHERING

This study draws on social identity theory (SIT) to understand how dis-

cursive tropes around gender antagonism help construct and reinforce he-

gemonic gender identities. SIT poses that (perceived) belonging to social

groups influences individuals’ self-presentation and compels them to act
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in accordance with a social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). In intergroup
conflict, SIT claims, social identity reinforces self-esteem, fosters in-group
loyalty, and creates opposition toward out-groups.

At its core, SIT revolves around the discursive construction of identity.
Group identities are shaped by prototypes - shared traits, behaviors, and
values that form stereotypes about said group (Berger, 2018). This process
involves social categorization: assigning identities to others, and social iden-
tification: aligning one’s behavior to perceived group norms and emotion-
al investment in the group’s collective identity. Through social comparison,
then, positive bias forms towards in-groups and negative bias - towards
out-groups. Particularly in conflict, group identity motivates members to
renegotiate perceived disadvantages in social hierarchies and seek social
change (Tajfel & Turner, 2004).

Further, SIT posits that the need to maintain a positive social identity
can lead to in-group favoritism and out-group hostility (Tajfel & Turner,
2004). This occurs through Othering - the discursive process wherein
self-perceived ‘dominant’ groups define groups they perceive ‘subordinate’
as fundamentally different (Dervin, 2016; Jensen, 2011). By constructing
the ‘Other’ as deviant, threatening, or morally deficient, social hierarchies
are legitimized and in-group cohesion is reinforced (Jensen, 2011). Other-
ing is thus deeply intertwined with SIT’s mechanisms of social comparison
and in-group favoritism, as it explicates the symbolic mechanisms through
which out-groups are devalued and excluded.

Berger (2018) applies SIT to studying extremist groups/communities,
showing how social identity formation lies at the core of justifying hostile
and/or violent actions against out-groups. Extremism, he argues, relies
on narratives claiming the necessity for (violent) measures against out-
group(s) of ‘Others’ in the face of an imminent crisis/threat that these ‘Oth-
ers’ pose to the in-group. In the present study, SIT is instrumental in identi-
fying discursive constructions of gender-based social identities and beliefs
about the in-group and its relationship to others. Berger’s insights invite
paying special attention to how ideas around masculinity and femininity
on Spodeli lend themselves to violent interpretations of gender relations,
potentially producing misogyny and inciting symbolic or physical violence.

2.1. Hegemonic Masculinity

This study is theoretically informed by Connell’s concept of hegemonic
masculinity (Connell, 2005, 2013; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), which
offers a critical lens for understanding how dominant gender norms are
constructed and maintained. Hegemonic masculinity refers to a culturally
dominant form of masculinity that establishes itself as the most powerful
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and respected gender ideal, thereby exerting control over other, marginal-
ized masculinities, as well as over femininity. While few men completely
embody the hegemonic masculine ideal, it operates as a social benchmark,
compelling men to negotiate their identities in alignment with its expec-
tations (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This structure accommodates
variations in masculine expression, but only as long as they ultimately re-
inforce the dominance of hegemonic masculinity. Thus, hegemonic mas-
culinity sustains patriarchal dominance by legitimizing certain masculine
traits and marginalizing others.

Messerschmidt (2019) further poses that hegemonic masculinity is not
monolithic but is shaped differently in specific cultural, social, and histor-
ical contexts. Thus, he calls for scholars to examine hegemonic masculini-
ties (plural) at the local, regional, and global levels. Global inguiries high-
light that hegemonic masculinity often emphasizes physical appearance as
a marker of male success (Coyne et al., 2022; King et al., 2021; Marshall
etal,, 2020). In the Bulgarian context, however, the hegemonic masculine
ideal is more often constructed as a financially stable, patriotic Orthodox
Christian holding ‘traditional family values.” These characteristics are cen-
tral to ethno-nationalist discourses that propagate anti-European and xe-
nophobic rhetoric targeting various ‘Others’ like ethnic, religious, or sexual
minorities (Luleva, 2018). The lens of hegemonic masculinity thus helps
unpack the power dynamics embedded in such discourses, revealing how
dominant masculine ideals marginalize alternative masculinities and fem-
ininities, perpetuating misogyny and gender antagonism.

2.2. Social Media Affordances for Gender Antagonism
The study applies an affordance focus to reflect on the role Spodeli’s af-
fordances play in shaping the type of discourses identified in the results.
Emerging from the field of human-computer interaction, the affordanc-
es concept has been embraced by the social sciences, broadly defined as
“functional and relational aspects which frame, while not determining, the
possibilities for agentic action in relation to an object” (Hutchby, 2001, p.
444). An affordance-focused approach thus invites researchers to consider
the relational dynamics between technologies and their users while rec-
ognizing that although technological features can influence user behavior,
they do not dictate it entirely (Evans et al., 2017; Hopkins, 2016).
Importantly, online networks and their logics are constantly evolving.
Anonymous, low-moderation platforms (such as Reddit or 4chan) are
a particularly prominent type of spaces where moderate and extreme dis-
courses intermingle. Anonymity, a defining feature of such forums, allows
users to share thoughts and express attitudes pushing the boundaries of
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societal norms - thus not only amplifying the reach of extreme discours-
es, but also increasingly normalizing them (Akerlund, 2021a; Stoencheva
& Mileva Boshkoska, 2024). Massanari (2017) argues that the lack of ac-
countability that anonymity provides affords anti-feminist, misogynistic,
and potentially violent rhetoric to proliferate unhindered, and Ging (2019,
pp- 642-643) similarly highlights that online anonymity “facilitates hostile
and often illegal performances of masculinity [...] which would not go un-
checked in face-to-face contexts.” Further, the combination of anonymi-
ty and minimal moderation—often justified as defense of ‘free speech’'—
proves especially conducive to hate speech (Akerlund, 2023).

However, anonymity and moderation are only part of a broader ecolo-
gy of affordances that enable the spread of misogynist discourse online.
In her study of Reddit, Massanari (2017) demonstrates how algorithmic
amplification contributes to the creation of “toxic technocultures” that re-
ward inflammatory or emotionally charged posts with boosted visibility.
The temporal persistence of online content further contributes to the sedi-
mentation of misogynistic narratives. As Jane (2014) argues, the indefinite
availability of posts containing what she calls “e-bile”—a specific genre of
online discourse characterized by graphic, gendered, and often sexualized
hostility—allows misogynistic narratives to be archived, recirculated, and
recontextualized over time. Other harmful internet practices include ‘troll-
ing’ and ‘shitposting’, which blur the lines between sincere and performa-
tive misogyny. This ambiguity allows users to deflect criticism by framing
their posts as jokes or satire, even when they contain explicit threats or
hate speech (Greene, 2019). These findings highlight the need to pay atten-
tion to platform affordances and their role in fostering gender antagonism.

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The empirical focus of this study is the Bulgarian Q&A platform Spodeli
(meaning share). Building on the theoretical framework outlined above, the
research questions guiding the inquiry are:

o What discursive tropes structure online gender debates on Spodeli, and
how do they contribute to the construction and reinforcement of hege-
monic masculinity and related social identities?

«  How do the social and technological affordances of the platform shape
these discourses?

The self-stated purpose of Spodeli is providing a safe space for people to

discuss personal experiences, even controversial or taboo such, completely
anonymously. In its structure, it shares similarities with popular interna-
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tional website Quora: users post questions, generating one-to-many mi-
cro-threads that others can answer. To create a thread, one chooses from 13
available categories (among which Love & Cheating, Sex & Intimacy, Family,
Teenage, Drugs & Alcohol, etc.), adds a title (their question), and writes a de-
scription (contextualizing the question). Published threads can be accessed
via the ‘Newest posts/comments’ feed, keyword search, categories, or an
admin-curated ‘Editor’s Choice’ section.

The platform has retained its basic design since its cretion in 2007, and
lacks features standard to more modern social media platforms. Most sig-
nificantly, visitors cannot create accounts, which ensures that posts and
comments remain untraceable, but also prevents editing/deleting com-
ments or following users. Images and hyperlinks are also disallowed.
Further, one cannot reply to a specific comment - all answers to a thread
appear chronologically, without algorithmic or personalized curation. Us-
ers can rate each answer with 1-5 stars, but rating does not affect answers’
prominence in the thread.

Precise statistics about Spodeli’s user base and popularity are unavail-
able, but third-party data indicate that it occupies a mid-tier position in
Bulgaria’s web landscape. According to website tracker SpyMetrics (2025),
the site ranked #484 nationally in April 2025, with approximately 200,420
visits (a 7.5% decrease from the month before). No historical data is avail-
able for the period analyzed in this study, and there is no direct evidence
regarding user demographics. However, based on its long-standing pres-
ence and daily activity, Spodeli appears to attract a relatively stable user
base. Over 60% of the traffic comes from search engines rather than direct
navigation (SpyMetrics, 2025), implying that most users are occasional vis-
itors who discover the site while searching for specific topics online. Thus,
Spodeli can be understood as a niche forum rather than a hub for fringe
communities. As of April 2025, close to 200,000 threads have been started
on Spodeli, many with hundreds of answers.

The T&Cs state the ‘absolute freedom of speech’ on the platform, aside
from three simple rules: no sharing of personal details, no spam or ad-
vertisements, and no illegal content. Rather than applying reactive mod-
eration, every post is reviewed by an admin before publication to ensure
compliance. The platform’s nature facilitates candid sharing about inti-
mate and stigmatized topics such as sexual relationships, but also invites
conversations about politics and worldviews. Freed from the constraints
of accountability and reputation management that come with maintain-
ing a user account, users appear more willing to articulate controversial or
socially sensitive thoughts and opinions - including hate speech, sexism,
racism, and homophobia. Consequently, Spodeli offers a window onto ex-
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ploring polarizing debates on gender, which often escalate into misogyny
and other forms of gender antagonism towards certain social groups.

This study draws on a sample of 3,221 Spodeli posts from 80 threads post-
ed between 2020 and 2022. Threads were sampled by searching for the
keywords ‘masculinity, ‘femininity, ‘feminism, ‘misogyny, and ‘misandry,
chosen for their relevance to the study’s focus on gender antagonism. The
collected material was read in its entirety and analyzed through critical
discourse analysis (CDA).

The study takes a discourse-historical approach (DHA) to CDA. Discourse
is conceptualized here as social actions mediated through text, which both
construct societal norms and reproduce power inequalities (Wodak, 1996).
DHA examines the interplay between text and context, which enables ac-
counting for historical and cultural (re)contextualizations that inform the
construction of gender-based social identities in the analyzed material. The
analysis follows the DHA process outlined by Reisigl and Wodak (2009).
First, the research questions were informed by contextual and theoretical
insights, as outlined above. Next followed the data collection, where the fo-
cus was on capturing threads that potentially address gender antagonism.
The initial reading of the data focused on identifying comments of interest;
then, the research homed in on specific tropes that encapsulate antagonis-
tic constructions of gender-based social identities to understand how they
facilitate the social identity construction process. Particular attention was
paid to the use of linguistic devices (i.e. metaphors, stereotypes, evaluative
attributions), as well as to references to broader socio-historical narratives.
Lastly, the findings were contextualized within Bulgaria’s historical and
contemporary cultural and political dynamics, providing insights into how
gender antagonism in online discourse aligns with broader sociopolitical
trends.

Before I proceed to the analysis, I wish to acknowledge my positional-
ity in relation to this research. As someone born and raised in Bulgaria,
the socio-cultural context examined here is in many ways familiar and
taken for granted, necessitating a conscious process of ‘denaturalization’
in order to critically analyze it. However, having lived in Western Europe
for over a decade, I have observed recent political and cultural develop-
ments from a distance, which lends me a more of an ‘outsider-looking-in’
perspective. Inevitably, my personal position shapes how I approach the
material.

4. FINDINGS: ‘BULGARIAN MEN’ AND THEIR ‘OTHERS’
This section explores how forum users construct the ‘Bulgarian man’
through discursive opposition to a range of Others: gender-nonconform-
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ing individuals, Roma, ‘Westerners’, and women. The findings highlight the
intersection of internationally-inspired and locally-specific tropes, illus-
trating how current sociopolitical realities, historical legacies, and contem-
porary global and local narratives play into these discourses, as well as how
Spodeli’s affordances affect their shaping and dissemination.

4.1. The Ideal ‘Bulgarian Man’

The ‘Bulgarian man’ trope is recurring in the analyzed discussions, serving
to encourage male users to adopt a shared identity tied to the patriarchal
father-protector-breadwinner ideal (Luleva, 2018). As Connell and Mess-
erschmidt (2005, p. 841) argue, masculinity “represents not a certain type
of man but, rather, a way that men position themselves through discursive
practices.” Struggling to meet the hegemonic masculine ideal, Spodeli users
work to actively renegotiate the traits of the ideal ‘Bulgarian man’ to better
align with their own realities.

A notable contrast between the Western-centric understandings of he-
gemonic masculinity and its local articulation in the Bulgarian context is
the focus on financial means rather than physical appearance. In contrast
to Western literature, which emphasizes looks as central to the global he-
gemonic male ideal (King et al., 2021; Marshall et al., 2020), on Spodeli,
wealth is considered the primary marker of a man’s attractiveness. One
user writes:

For women of our generation, financial status is paramount. It is, figuratively
speaking, the “one” ahead of a multiple sequence of zeros, which makes a mean-
ingful number (1000...). Other factors like education, manners, and physique
each add another zero and raise your “value,” but only provided that the “one”
is already there.

This comment explicitly equates male worth with financial capital, dis-
cussing identity and human relations in market-driven terms. Like many
other comments along the same lines, it demonstrates that users see their
own masculinity challenged by their perceived economic disadvantages.
Thus, the topic of wealth creates tension which they manage by positioning
themselves against ‘inferior Others’. The discussions illustrate how ‘Bulgar-
ian men’ use social comparison to negotiate masculinity, defining it not by
what it includes but by what it excludes. While a ‘Bulgarian man’ is typi-
cally seen as an ethnically Bulgarian, heterosexual, cisgender male living
in Bulgaria, his acceptable demeanor is defined through opposition to var-
ious out-groups constructed to embody the criteria of exclusion from the
in-group identity. In-group and out-group identities are formed through
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stereotyping and de-individualization, with three major out-groups: ‘gen-
ders, Roma, and ‘foreign’ (Western) men.

4.2. The Threat of ‘Genders’ or ‘Gendered Others’

The group of ‘Others’ that Spodeli users most actively distance themselves
from are men who, as they see it, ‘relinquish their masculinity’ by being or
acting ‘feminine.’ This group includes homosexual, transsexual, queer, and
‘soft’ men - those whose self-expression does not conform to the hegemon-
ic masculine ideal. The convergence of these alternative masculinities into
one group demonstrates the centrality of ‘manliness’ to membership in
the ‘Bulgarian men’ in-group. The English term gender, politicized during
the anti-Istanbul Convention campaign, has taken on a new meaning in
the Bulgarian context (Darakchi, 2019) and the Cyrillic transliteration of it
(‘Oarcenonp’) is used on the platform as a derogatory noun signifying males
deviating from the ‘traditional Bulgarian man’ image either by appearance,
behavior, or ideology. Users actively engage in social comparison to posi-
tion ‘genders’ as inferior to their perceived in-group, and anonymity em-
boldens them to voice disdain in particularly blunt, dehumanizing ways.
Values associated with ‘genders’, and hence seen as undesirable, include
feminism, progressive views, and a pro-European stance.

This discourse mirrors global anti-feminist rhetoric, which links the
feminist movement to a masculinity crisis (Blais & Dupuis-Déri, 2012).
On Spodeli, however, users argue that Bulgarian men’s ‘feminization’ is
a post-transition issue - an argument often evoked with undertones of
socialist nostalgia. These ‘emasculated’ men receive not sympathy but
contempt, contrasting them to heroic figures from the past said to em-
body a lost ideal of masculinity. The discourse reflects Western far-right
discourses, framing the decline of ‘real masculinity” as a threat to societal
stability and the nation’s survival (Copland, 2023).

4.3. The Roma as an ‘Internal Threat’

Echoing the far-right’s transnational narrative of the ‘Great Replacement’,
which frames racialized Others as demographically and culturally overtak-
ing white populations (Copland, 2023), the Roma minority in Bulgaria is
often presented as an internal threat to the nation. The Roma are widely
scapegoated in Bulgarian society, associated with stereotypes like poverty,
illiteracy, theft, and uncontrolled reproduction (Canut, 2019). Spodeli us-
ers portray them as an outlawed, primitive ethnic group, using derogato-
ry terms like ‘gypsies’ (‘mangali’). Paradoxically, some of the same traits
that the Roma are vilified for—high fertility and resistance to institutional
norms—are elsewhere idealized as markers of traditional masculinity and
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cultural vitality. This contradiction reveals how racialized Others are dis-
cursively excluded from the symbolic rewards of hegemonic masculinity,
even when embodying its celebrated attributes. Religion also plays a role,
with the Roma often presented as uniformly Islamist. This despite the 2021
census showing that slightly more Roma profess Christianity than Islam,
with the majority stating other or no religions (NSI, 2021). Positioning the
Roma as Islamist serves to frame them as a ‘dangerous Other’ to the ‘tradi-
tional Christian family virtues’ central to the identity of ‘Bulgarian men,
despite the ambiguity surrounding what these virtues actually entail.

4.4. Western Men as ‘Abject Others’

Foreign men, especially those from the West, are another out-group against
which the ‘Bulgarian man’ asserts his identity. This serves both to empha-
size ethnic origin as central to this social identity and to reject perceivedly
‘foreign values.” On Spodeli, resistance to Western ideals is celebrated as an
act of national pride and a rightful duty for the ‘Bulgarian man,’ as reflected
in comments like the following:

There’s a proverb: everything new is well-forgotten old, and so it is with these
pseudo-ideologies that are now imposing a “new normal” on us. Luckily, here in
Bulgaria, although we are poorer and not as developed as the Western world, we
have kept some common sense and traditions and don’t accept everything that is
offered to us at face value, because as a nation we have suffered for many centu-
ries. Let them laugh at us “primitive Balkans” - in some areas, Western nations

will never catch up to us.

One internationally prominent antifeminist far-right narrative revolves
around the grievance of men’s perceived lack of access to sexual relation-
ships, framed as a societal threat to the survival of native populations (Co-
pland, 2023). Here, the ‘Western man’ is presumed to have greater wealth
and hence be preferred by Bulgarian women, creating a need to reassert
Bulgarian male worth. While accusing ‘Western men’ of contributing to
the ‘extinction of the Bulgarian nation’ by ‘stealing” Bulgarian women, us-
ers simultaneously frame them as a race in decline that has fallen victim
to Western liberalism and globalism. The lack of direct reply functions on
Spodeli means these statements rarely face rebuttal or dialogue. Instead,
the platform’s affordances favor monologic assertions that gain performa-
tive traction by appealing to group identity.

Ethnic Bulgarians who emigrate represent a distinct subset of the ‘West-
ern men’ trope. While Western far-right and anti-feminist narratives of-
ten focus on immigration, particularly from the Middle East, here the dis-
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course centers on emigration as a threat to the nation’s survival. For one,
emigrants are implicated as ‘foreign agents’ who adopt Western values
abroad and ‘import’ them back into Bulgaria through interactions with lo-
cals or by returning home. Moreover, they are seen as ‘traitors’, particularly
for creating families with foreign partners. According to SIT, the attempt
to switch social groups is perceived by the original in-group as a betrayal
deserving of punishment (Tajfel & Turner, 2004), and this is evident in the
way Spodeli users discuss the ‘emigrant’ out-group. National pride is essen-
tial to the ‘Bulgarian man’ identity, and staying in Bulgaria is discursive-
ly framed as a heroic act that safeguards the nation and its people. While
emigrants are considered more appealing to women due to their improved
financial means, they are still portrayed as inferior, falling short of both
‘real’ Westerners and ‘real’ Bulgarians. Forum users promote the idea that
emigrants can never live and work on equal terms and gain the same finan-
cial means as Western Europeans. Pursuing the ‘false promise’ of a better
life abroad is thus considered treason - an act which, users argue, renders
emigrants morally inferior to ‘Bulgarian men’ while still financially inferior
to Westerners.

4.5. ‘Feminazis’
In addition to out-groups of ‘Other’ men, Spodeli users also position the so-
cial identity of ‘Bulgarian men’ in relation to women. Similar to observations
from international platforms (e.g. Ging, 2019), discourses on the forum por-
tray ‘Bulgarian men’ as victims of feminism and express nostalgia for a pa-
triarchal ‘golden age’ - here, the pre-1989 communist period. Forum users
discuss modern feminism as a form of ‘social engineering’ orchestrated by
elites to subjugate men and manage the global population by turning wom-
en into ‘feminazis” who seek female domination rather than equality. The
West is blamed for ‘importing’ feminism to Bulgaria through globalization
and mass emigration, and figures like George Soros are implicated in fund-
ing Bulgarian NGOs to spread pro-European and pro-Western ideologies.
Anti-feminist and misogynistic sentiments are often invoked to construct
‘feminazi’ women as an out-group, accusing them of abandoning their so-
cietal roles and becoming ‘tyrants.’ In addition to strengthening in-group
unity through emotional appeal, these discourses call for counteractions
that legitimize discrimination and even violence. This rhetorical accelera-
tion is supported by the platform’s absence of moderation mechanisms and
lack of reply infrastructure, which removes friction that might otherwise
slow or redirect antagonistic momentum. One user, for instance, claims
that “the evil of feminism can only be defeated by physical force,” warning
that failure to act would spell disaster not just for men, but ultimately for
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the entire humanity - a statement that in other contexts might be censored
or challenged, but here persists and accumulates. Such discourses become
potent catalysts for motivating violence against women by rationalizing it
as a necessary response (Berger, 2018).

However, forum users disagree on how deeply feminism has taken root
in Bulgaria, with some claiming it has not yet permeated all areas of society
and politics and thus that there is room for resistance. Some see ‘Western
feminism’ as a distorted counterpart to the ‘real’ feminism seen under the
communist regime:

In Bulgaria, women have long now been an established part of the workforce
thanks to socialism. We don’t have gender pay gaps, we have as many women
as men in high-paying jobs like IT, law, medicine. Women have the right to vote,
to drive, to study. And this has never come at the expense of having a family. On
the contrary, during the socialist regime women were supported in having both
children and careers, unlike now. Western feminism tries to convince us it’s ei-
ther-or, but Bulgarians know what real feminism looks like - men and women as
equal, not as the same.

Statements like the above serve to discursively establish feminism as a for-
eign ideology irrelevant to the lives of Bulgarian women, motivating calls
for anti-feminist action. Moreover, calls to vote for nationalist far-right
parties are frequent, which reflects international findings on the link be-
tween anti-feminism and far-right nationalism (Copland, 2023). Bulgarian
far-right leaders are celebrated in these discourses as ‘real Bulgarian men’
protecting the nation, thereby integrating far-right ideology into the ‘Bul-
garian man’ identity.

4.6. Bulgarian Women as ‘Gold Diggers’

Although discussions about feminism on the platform often target women
broadly, ‘Bulgarian women’ make up a distinct out-group characterized by
materialism and obsession with money and status. This market-oriented
framing of gender relations dominates throughout the dataset, tying into
the hegemonic masculinity ideal of men as providers. Romantic relations
are cast as competitive marketplaces, and failure to secure a partner is
blamed on economic scarcity. Women, in turn, are described as for-sale ob-
jects seeking the highest bidder. However, these discourses seldom frame
men as responsible for acquiring wealth, nor do they criticize wealthy men
for their perceived advantages. Instead, critique is directed towards the
‘mercantile Bulgarian woman,’ a ‘gold-digger’ devoid of values seeking lux-
ury over love or attraction. One user writes:
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The mercantile woman exists! I don’t know if she’s a product of our time, or if this
sort of women has always existed. Unfortunately, gentlemen, if you lack a shiny
Jeep, an expensive suit, if you do not drink branded alcohol, then you are doomed
to be alone.

The collective disdain toward ‘mercantile’ Bulgarian women is often ex-
pressed through affectively intense, emotionally saturated language. This
emotional tone is encouraged by the platform’s ‘latest’ posts visibility,
which facilitates engagement with high-affect posts, and the lack of reply
functionality, which favors one-directional venting over deliberative ne-
gotiation. In discourses highlighting this preoccupation with wealth above
appearance, two distinctly Bulgarian tropes are often invoked: the mutra
(literal translation: mug) and kifla (literal translation: muffin). To grasp
their meaning, the historical and cultural contexts they are embedded in
require further unpacking.

The term mutra—a slur emerging in the 1990s—became one of the de-
fining tropes of the transition. Originally, it referred to mafia-like networks
of former regime supporters, many of which ex-wrestlers, who exploited
their ties to the dismantled communist regime to seize state-owned busi-
nesses during the post-communist privatization process. Representing
“a large, physically strong, unintelligent mobster, hostile and prone to vio-
lence against ordinary people” (Bankov, 1996), the mutra later came to em-
body a post-transition image of male ‘success’, combining hyper-masculin-
ity, aggression, power, and wealth.

The kifla, on the other hand, refers (usually derogatorily) to a glamor-
ous woman exhibiting a “provocative, kitschy, trending [...] dressing and
make-up style” (Stoykova, 2013, p. 280). The kifla look is often associated
with chalga - a musical style popularized in the 1990s, mixing Bulgarian
folklore rhythms with Ottoman, Romani, and Balkan influences. Chalga
lyrics and aesthetics emphasize “the eroticizing of power,” often portray-
ing “interactions of seduction mediated by money” (Muharska, 2019, p.
215). Female chalga artists’ opulent, overly-sexualized appearance involves
heavy makeup, hair extensions, revealing outfits, cosmetic enhancements
like large silicone breasts and lip fillers, designer clothing, lavish jewelry,
expensive cars, and luxury settings.

The Bulgarian figures of the mutra and kifla function as culturally spe-
cific counterparts to manosphere archetypes such as ‘Chads’ and ‘Stacys’
(Ging, 2019). Like ‘Chad’, the mutra symbolizes hypermasculine domi-
nance. Likewise, the kifla plays a role akin to the ‘Stacy’ - she is hyper-fem-
inine, sexually appealing, materialistic, and immoral. However, both tropes
crystallize anxieties about gender, class, and morality in the aftermath of
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Bulgaria’s turbulent post-communist transition, adding affective com-
plexity that is absent from the Western terms. On Spodeli, these tropes
are evoked with a mixture of contempt, envy, and underlying admiration.
While objects of mockery, they are also oddly admired as twisted ideals
of male achievement. Muharska (2019) observes similar dynamics in her
analysis of chalga culture’s influence on the 2018 Istanbul Convention de-
bate, suggesting that men compensate perceived economic shortcomings
of the hegemonic masculine ideal by embracing a hyper-masculine image
(of which hyper-feminine women are a part). She also emphasizes the im-
portance of male “homo-sociality” among such men, where shared identity
reaffirms and amplifies their masculinity.

5. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

This study contributes to research on networked misogyny by addressing
two important research gaps. First, it shifts the geographical focus from the
predominantly Western-centered research to Eastern Europe, particularly
Bulgaria, challenging assumptions that networked misogyny is a ‘Western
issue’ specific to Anglo-Saxon online spaces. Second, it moves beyond po-
litical actors to examine how these discourses play out among ‘ordinary’
users in online environments.

The findings demonstrate how discourses on Spodeli invite men to iden-
tify with a hegemonic subject position of ideal Bulgarian masculinity, de-
fined in opposition to various ‘Others’: gender-nonconforming men, Roma,
‘Westerners’, and women. The ‘Bulgarian man’ identity is negotiated in di-
alogue with hegemonic masculinity, elevating him as protector of nation
and tradition while navigating anxieties of financial inferiority to Western
men. Feminism is construed as a destructive force undermining tradition-
al gender roles, and the ‘Bulgarian woman' is depicted as mercantile and
materialistic. Discourses are contradictory and diverse, but grounded in
shared beliefs about society and gender. International and local interpreta-
tions intersect, with locally specific tropes like the mutra and kifla embody-
ing financial struggles following Bulgaria’s transition from communism to
democracy. The discursive structure of these conversations follows a crisis
narrative pattern, whereby out-groups are depicted as existential threats
to the in-group requiring radical/violent solutions (Berger, 2018).

Arguably, the platform’s affordances of anonymity, lack of hate speech
moderation, visibility, and accessibility play a key role in sustaining these
discourses. Anonymity creates an environment that unburdens users from
accountability or reputation management. Further, the absence of user ac-
counts fosters collective social identity expression rather than individual
identity performance. This combination of affordances allows individuals
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to externalize latent biases and align themselves with (violently) misogy-
nist narratives in ways they might not in other contexts - despite claims
of legal compliance, violence against women is openly discussed and even
justified on the platform. Accessibility also plays an important role. The di-
versity of conversations on Spodeli attracts varying types of users and lurk-
ers to the platform, meaning that users who do not intentionally seek out
gender-hostile content are nonetheless exposed to it. Seeing such discours-
es proliferate unchecked can in turn lead to internalizing and perpetuating
them. This aligns with earlier findings, suggesting similar platforms help
mainstream hateful discourses (Akerlund, 2021b). Finally, although Spodeli
lacks content boosting algorithms, its ‘Latest’ feed functions as a visibility
affordance that subtly amplifies antagonist discourse. Emotionally charged
comments attract engagement, keeping provocative threads visible. This
shows how even minimal design choices produce affordances that can
shape discourse trajectories and help normalize hostility over time.

This study faces some limitations inherent to researching online plat-
forms. Without user accounts, Spodeli’s user demographics or contributor
numbers remain unknown, nor can the extent of trolling (intentionally in-
sincere or provocative posting) be assessed. The sampling process might
also have impacted the findings. The keywords used to collect data may
not fully reflect the vocabulary of all users on the platform, introducing
a potential bias toward more explicit or ideologically charged discussions.
While the terms were chosen to capture relevant discourses, I acknowledge
that they may have filtered out more implicit or colloquial expressions of
gender antagonism. Nevertheless, the anti-feminist and misogynistic dis-
courses identified here occur in parallel to political backlashes against
gender equality initiatives in Bulgaria, such as the rejection of the Istanbul
Convention and the 2024 law banning LGBTQ+ ‘propaganda’ in schools.
Further, the observed anti-West discourses and the view of emigrants as
‘traitors’ resonate with nationalist and anti-European sentiments preva-
lent in far-right political rhetoric.

While these findings remain context-specific, insights from North Amer-
ican and Western European research suggest that they mirror discourses
and practices characteristic of the global phenomenon of networked mi-
sogyny. Further empirical research is needed to fully understand how this
phenomenon manifests in Bulgaria, but its abovementioned alignment
with anti-democratic political trends highlights the need for vigilance in
protecting democratic values. As Bulgaria redefines its post-communist
identity, this research may help design interventions addressing grievanc-
es that fuel regressive discourse.
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ABSTRACT

This article argues for the use of multimodal critical discourse analy-
sis (MCDA) combined with enunciative pragmatics (EP) to study how
ex-Muslims articulate critiques of Islam/isms on platform X. It answers
in what ways does the combination of MCDA and EP offers a robust
approach for analysing ex-Muslims’ discourse, and how it can be oper-
ationalised in practice. Unlike prior studies centered on personal nar-
ratives or sociological implications, our approach highlights the multi-
modal and performative nature of online apostate discourse. Drawing
on Fairclough, Kress, and Van Leeuwen, MCDA enables analysis of tex-
tual, visual, structural, and practical features of tweets, revealing how
meaning is produced, critique staged, and power claimed in the digital
public sphere. Coupled with EP (Charaudeau), this framework exam-
ines how subjectivity, performativity, and positioning are strategically
deployed. We contend that this approach illuminates the complex inter-
play between discourse, ideology, and power among apostates, a dimen-
sion still underexplored in current scholarship.

KEYWORDS
Ex-Muslims « Apostate « CDA « Multimodality « Enunciative Prag-
matics



INTRODUCTION

This article argues for the relevance of multimodal critical discourse analy-
sis (MCDA), complemented by enunciative pragmatics (EP), as an effective
methodological framework for examining how self-identified ex-Muslims
and/or apostates express their critical views on Islam/isms on the platform
X (formerly Twitter). It seeks to address the following research question: In
what ways does the combination of MCDA and EP offers a robust approach
for analysing ex-Muslims discourse, and how can it be operationalised in
practice?

Our interest in this subject of ex-Muslims stems from the recent obser-
vation of an emerging online epiphenomenon. “Before the emergence of
the Internet, apostates have been living their lives in fear and discretion,
keeping their apostasy mostly to themselves”. However, “the SNS (social
networking site) has helped them to come out by allowing them to voice out
their feelings, ideas, and philosophy” (Mohamad et al., 2018, p. 226). Simi-
larly, “these days, the rise in apostasy declarations far exceeds the number
of cases that were made publicly known years ago” (Mohamad et al., 2017,
p. 98). This observation is further supported by Sahad, Abdullah, and Ab-
dullah: “The cases of Muslim converts who decided to leave the religion of
Islam are reported as increasing tremendously” (2013, p. 220).

The growing digital presence of these individuals engaging in critique of
their former religion, represents a relatively recent and under-researched
phenomenon within media studies. Their voices are emerging in an online
public sphere already marked by intense political, cultural, and ideologi-
cal contestation around Islam/isms. Investigating these discourses is im-
portant not only because they provide insight into a form of post-religious
subjectivity, but also because they contribute to broader debates on Islam,
freedom of conscience and expression, and the visibility of ex-Muslims.

Despite the growing interest in apostasy from Islam as a sociocultural
phenomenon, existing literature, as seen in the literature review below,
offers limited methodological reflection on how to systematically study
the discourse of ex-Muslims in digital environments. Most studies focus
on personal narratives, sociological and legal outcomes, leaving a gap in
tools for analysing the critical, multimodal and pragmatic dimensions of
this discourse. This paper addresses that gap by proposing and justifying
a combined methodological framework: MCDA coupled with EP.

This combination will help shed light on the diverse ways in which
ex-Muslims construct, negotiate, and perform their relationship to Islam/
isms and apostasy on X. Their discourses range from analytical decon-
struction of Islamic dogma to emotionally charged testimonials, often in-
tertwined with humour, provocation, or political commentary. This com-
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plexity demands an approach capable of attending to the multiple semiotic
layers through which meaning is produced online.

Broadly speaking, our extensive research recognises apostates from Is-
lam as a diverse rather than uniform group. In fact, one of the central inter-
ests of the study lies in the observation that not all apostates expose them-
selves online and identify as ex-Muslims and even fewer engage in militant
discourse. Most of them remain low-profile and disengaged from public
debate altogether. This distinction is critical as it focuses on an epiphenom-
enon that is developing outside the mainstream media. Furthermore, this
research focuses on ordinary individuals, not historically and mainstream
media renown figures of apostasy and/or critics of Islam, such as Ibn War-
raq, Brother Rachid, Wafa Sultan, Hamed Abdel-Samad or Ayaan Hirsi Ali.
The outcome of the broader research will highlight the diversity within this
‘community’ under study, by bringing to light the different ways of criticis-
ing their former religion and the different ideologies that are articulated in
their discourse.

Given the sensitivity of the topic, we wish to clarify that this research
does not seek to pass normative judgments on the content of these dis-
courses. Rather, it aims to critically examine how a marginalised and often
stigmatised group seeks to gain discursive visibility and legitimacy within
a public sphere characterised by ongoing controversies over Islam, secular-
ism, and religious freedom.

CONTEXTUAL OVERVIEW
Defining apostasy anachronistically in Islam is not a simple matter, since it
depends on the notion of religion, which itself has been perceived differ-
ently throughout history (Nongbri, 2013). This different perception of re-
ligion implies a different understanding of the term apostasy. For the sake
of concision, in this article, we will approach apostasy as a ‘simple’ aban-
donment of religion. Newby (2002) defines: “An apostate is (...) one who
denies Islam in either speech or action (...)” (p. 158). Leaving Islam is not
merely a decision but a deeply transformative and often traumatic journey
of self-questioning (Cottee, 2015, p. 8). Apostasy remains a taboo subject
in Islam, unsettling even moderate Muslims, as it is perceived not only as
a critique of the faith but as an attack on their identity (Cottee, 2015, p. 11).
Apostasy from Islam is not a contemporary phenomenon. Unlike his-
torical knowledge which sheds light on the challenges of separating his-
torical facts, legends and sacred tradition (Chabbi, 1996), Islamic tradition
report that apostasy existed since the early days of Islam, with numer-
ous cases recorded during the Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime (Alalwani,
2011). Historically, apostasy, blasphemy or the critique of Islam have been
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viewed as heretical and diversly punishable and, in some countries such
as Afghanistan, Iran, Malaysia, Maldives and Saudi Arabia, punishable by
death sentences (Heaton, 2016; Virgili, 2015). Consequently, individuals
renouncing their Islamic faith have often been silenced and compelled into
clandestinity for their own safety not only in Muslim countries but also in
the West and internationally as those accused of blasphemy against Islam
can also be subjected to threats, violence, or executions (Marshall & Shea,
2011). Very few former Muslims claim their apostasy or their murtad' status
(Heaton, 2016), some live their apostasy secretly and others are denounced
apostates even though they don’t present themselves as is.

In recent years, global ex-Muslim organisations have emerged to sup-
port individuals who leave Islam, offering community, advocacy, and safe
spaces for discussion. The Central Council of Ex-Muslims, founded in Ger-
many in 2007 by Mina Ahadi, played a pivotal role in establishing similar
groups worldwide, including in the UK, North America, France, and the
MENA region. These movements have gained momentum, leading to the
establishment of two key commemorative days: “Apostasy Day” on August
22, which coincides with the UN’s International Day Commemorating the
Victims of Acts of Violence Based on Religion or Belief, and “Blasphemy
Day” on September 30, marking the 2005 publication of the controversial
Jyllands-Posten cartoons of Prophet Muhammad. These events advocate
for the rights of apostates and the abolition of apostasy laws, emphasising
freedom of thought and expression as enshrined in the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights.

The interventions of public figures who identify as apostates or critics
of Islam have provoked significant backlash within both religious and sec-
ular communities, with defenders of Islam framing these critiques as Is-
lamophobic or politically aligned with far-right ideologies. This discursive
tension highlights a broader struggle over the boundaries of acceptable
criticism, the ownership of religious narratives, and the role of apostates’
discourse in contemporary debates on freedom of religion.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section we will see how the discourses of apostates or ex-Muslims
have been studied so far. Despite a prolific academic literature on Islam-
ic apostates, the topic remains sociologically marginal (Cottee, 2015, p. 1).
The lack of sociological research may stem from sensitivities surrounding
Islam and the fear of accusations of Islamophobia or association with far-

1 In Arabic: One who turns back. Gordon Darnell Newby, A Concise Encyclopedia of Islam
(Oxford: Oneworld, 2002).
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right ideologies (Cottee, 2015, p. 2). To cite a few, existing studies focus on
the process of leaving Islam, (Barbour, 1994; Bharat & Ford, 2022; Cottee,
2015; Pauha & Aghaee, 2018; Streib et al., 2009; Vliek, 2019, 2021). The
studies generally shed light on their life trajectories, how they navigate
their apostasy within Muslim or western societies (Bentabet, 2020; Eller &
Khazaal, 2024 ; Meral, 2008), the practical, social and legal repercussions
on their lives (Schirrmacher, 2009, 2016; Virgili, 2015), as well as the pro-
cess of conversion and deconversion (Gooren, 2010; Khalil & Bilici, 2007;
Van Nieuwkerk, 2018) and statistical attempts to understand the phenom-
enon such as the Ex-Muslims of North America (2021) apostate report.
Also, some media are interested in the case of ex-Muslims, and a scientific
perspective has been provided on the media that report cases of apostasy
(Mohamad et al., 2017).

Some innovative studies in online spaces include an analysis of digital
activism among a transnational Arab community of ex-Muslims (Khazaal,
2017) and the impact of cyber-apostasy on Islam and interfaith relations
(Pulcini, 2017). Nevertheless, few research, mostly in Malaysian context
seem to have examined the online discourse of apostates such as analysis
of social media speech acts, Facebook status updates, YouTube narratives
and blog rhetoric (Bharat, 2022; Hashmi et al., 2022; Mohamad et al., 2018;
Rashid & Mohamad, 2019). “The use of speech acts on social media is still
not widely explored especially in the context of an apostate” (Mohamad et
al., 2018, p: 226).

One of the studies, Hashmi, Ab Rashid, and Munir (2021), analysed 368
posts by 14 Malaysian ex-Muslims, thought the framework of the (TAP)
Toulmin argument pattern (1958, 2003) and Erduran, Simon and Osborne
(2004) argument-level scheme, concluding that most arguments against
Islam lacked depth. However, they claim funding from by the Ministry of
Higher Education of Malaysia, an Islamic country that criminalise alleged
blasphemy to religion, religious figures, beliefs, or principles (Hashmi et
al., 2021). Another study, Rashid et al. (2018), examined the Facebook time-
line of a Malaysian female apostate granted asylum in the U.S. due to death
threats. Through thematic analysis of 4,000 posts, researchers found that
her discourse portrayed Islam as coercive and discriminatory, reflecting
common atheist and Islamophobic arguments. However, the study’s meth-
odological limitations and its questionable recommendations - describing
apostates as haters, encouraging religious leaders to prevent apostasy and
put apostates back on the right path - suggest influence from the Malay-
sia Ministry of Higher Education’s funding, and its presentation at a con-
ference in Tehran, Iran being a country where blasphemy thus indirectly
apostasy, are criminalised and can lead to death.
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How MCDA coupled with EP be of added value?

While none of the analytical methods of the above research suggested the
use of critical discourse analysis (CDA), multimodality and EP, we argue
that this hybrid method provides a systematic framework to explore not
just the why and what of apostate discourse, but the how: how meaning
is shaped by the interplay of text, image, hashtags, emojis, and layout in
digital platforms such as X.

Itis uniquely suited for this type of research for three main reasons. First,
MCDA enables a systematic analysis of how text, image, layout, and inter-
textuality combine to produce discursive meaning. Second, it facilitates
the identification of underlying ideologies, argumentation strategies, and
truth claims. Third, when paired with EB, it allows us to explore the perfor-
mativity of discourse; the ways in which ex-Muslims perform subjectivity
and construct legitimacy. In highly visual and performative environments,
apostates not only say something, they also show it, stage it, and frame it
in specific ways. MCDA coupled with EP enables researchers to uncover
elements that might be lost in monomodal textual analyses. To support our
claim, examples will be drawn from a pool of 125 tweets from 3 profiles
over the course of the month of October 2024. However, this paper does
not offer analysis results and discussion but rather preliminary outcome.

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

We adopt a qualitative approach to explore the deep meanings and multi-
modal complexity of critical discourses. Qualitative research allows for an
in-depth understanding of content within its specific context, capturing
multiple layers of meaning and underlying ideologies (Denzin, 2011). Many
studies on apostates also use qualitative methods, particularly those based
on interviews (e.g., Cottee, 2015; Vliek, 2019), yet, this method recognises
an epistemological challenge: knowledge is context-dependent - shaped by
social, cultural, religious, and digital frameworks - unlike the universality
sought in quantitative approaches (Paillé & Mucchielli, 2021).

This study also follows an inductive approach with a grounded theory-in-
spired coding (Charmaz, 2006), meaning that it observes and explores the
discourses without preconceived assumptions or hypothesis. Inductive
methods, commonly used in qualitative research (Silverman, 2010), em-
phasise contextualisation and allow codes to emerge from the data itself.
Unlike a deductive approach, which tests a pre-established hypothesis,
inductive reasoning develops progressively, allowing ‘theories’ to be built
directly from the data. Its flexibility enables adjustments based on emerg-
ing findings while striving to avoid biases commonly associated with as-
sumptions on ex-Muslims. It is particularly relevant for exploring this un-
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derstudied field, furthermore, it aligns with MCDA and EP, both of which
stress the importance of contextualising data.

If we aim to understand how apostates discursively construct their rela-
tion to Islam via multimodal online means, we need to ask (1) how Islam/
isms are represented in their discourses; (2) what arguments they use to
delegitimise Islam/isms; and (3) what ideological convictions underpin
their statements. MCDA and EP will allow us to answer these questions.
When discussing ‘representation’, we adopt a constructivist perspective in-
spired by Stuart Hall. Constructivism asserts that social reality and knowl-
edge are not objective, universal facts, but rather, they are constructed by
individuals and groups (Hall, 1997). From this perspective, ex-Muslims cre-
ate their own representations of Islam/isms through their multimodal dis-
course. The meaning they assign to their former religion and, consequently,
to apostasy, is shaped by processes that reflect their subjectivities, interac-
tions with their communities, and engagement with the wider world.

To understand the discourse of ex-Muslims, we opted for MCDA and EP
after reviewing the variety of currents of thought and theoretical schools
that constitute discourse studies, as described by Angermiiller, Maingue-
neau, and Wodak (2014). We examined them through the prism of the
sociology of knowledge which recognises the role of social actors in the
production and circulation of knowledge while relying on methodological
tools from qualitative research and grounded theory (Keller, 2007).

CDA provides a three-dimensional, methodical, and interdependent
framework for multimodal textual analysis of meaning, discursive practic-
es, and social practices (Fairclough, 1989, 1995). Upon further examination,
CDA enables an understanding of the relationships between discourse and
social elements such as power relations and social identities (Fairclough,
2012). From this perspective, social structures influence discourse and vice
versa (Carranza, 1997), hence, a certain performativity of discourse.

“CDA aims to systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and
determination between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider
social and cultural structures, relations and processes; to investigate how such
practices, events and texts arise out of and are ideologically shaped by relations
of power and struggles over power” (Fairclough, 1995, p.32).

Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2001) concept of multimodality serves as an
analytical and interpretative framework to examine how meaning is con-
structed multimodally and how different semiotic modes (such as lan-
guage, image, sound, body language, and others) interact in various forms
of communication. The authors emphasise the importance of analysing
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‘visual grammar’, which involves understanding how visual elements are
used to convey a given meaning in a given context. They provide a set of
tools to deconstruct and interpret these elements. In our research, mul-
timodality is particularly relevant. The tweets under study often combine
multiple semiotic modes. This framework allows us to examine how these
different modes interact to represent Islam/isms. For instance, analysing
visual choices, such as the use of specific symbols like alcohol or pork
ham which are forbidden in Islam, and their interaction with linguistic
elements can reveal discursive strategies used to construct critical repre-
sentations, delegitimise certain aspects of religion and its application and
valorise apostasy.

Furthermore, Kress and Van Leeuwen draw upon social semiotics, which
explores how meaning is socially constructed and context dependent. This
approach directly aligns with Fairclough’s and Charaudeau’s conception of
discourse. The multimodal choices made by ex-Muslims allow us to decon-
struct critical narratives and better understand how these discourses chal-
lenge or reproduce power dynamic and structures. Finally, Kress and Van
Leeuwen’s (2020) approach adapts the concept of “metafunctions” (ide-
ational, interpersonal, and textual) to analyse how meaning is created in
multimodal texts. In our research, this includes examining the visual and
textual resources of tweets to understand: (1) How critical ideas (ideation-
al function) are developed. For example, a tweet highlighting a perceived
contradiction between religious texts and a modern value.

Fig.1.1 & No compulsion in religion?

A famous verse in the Quran proclaims, ‘No compulsion in religion. For truth is
clearly separated from error’ (2:256).

This verse is regularly quoted to promote the idea of an Islam that is tolerant
of other religions. Yet it probably has nothing to do with religious freedom. (...)
(Tweet screenshot, 21/10/2024)

11 Vivi-Apostat reposted
Qe ~Oct21
£ Nulle contrainte en religion ?

Un céldébre verset du Coran proclame ; "Nulle contrainte en religion. Car la
vérité se sépare clairement de |'erreur” (2:256).

Ce verset est régL cité pour p ir I'idée d'un islam tolérant
envers les autres religions. Pourtant, il
Show more
Lactance, Institutions
Divines Coran

«Ollestlavérité ? Laott | « Nulle contrainte en
aucune contrainte ne | religion. Car la vérité se

peut peser sur la sépare clairement de
religion » (I, 1V, 7) | l'erreur » (2:256)
Qe niss QO 194 il 14K A&
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(2) How tweets establish a relationship with their audiences (interperson-
al and polyphonic functions). For example, by using Arabic words such as
haram or mashallah or a sarcastic tone.

Qe Oct 20
Qui est l'auteur de cette image ? &

Fig.1.2 Who is the author of this image? &
‘I wear the hijab so as not to arouse men’. (Tweet
screenshot, 20/10/2024)

E

Je porte le hijab pour ne pas exciter les hommes
Victime

de
Pislamophobie

ihi 19K

T9a

Fig.1.3 Victim of Islamophobia (a young, veiled
woman? trapped by the show ‘forbidden zone’), 20 20 Minutes & @20Minutes - Oct 24
Victim of Islam. In response of 20 minutes: Life ﬁ A N R Dt
is becoming increasingly difficult for Muslims in K3 20minty6D,
Europe. (Tweet screenshot, 20-11-2024)

Qo 17K Qs ilu 268K A&

(3) How these discourses are organised to produce coherent communica-
tion (textual function). For instance, the use of hashtags to structure infor-
mation or visual comparisons like “before/after” Islam or Islam vs Islam-
ophobia.

Itisthus both possible and relevant to articulate Fairclough’s CDA and Kress
and Van Leeuwen’s multimodality to analyse the discourse of ex-Muslims.
Ultimately, since discourses are vectors of ideologies, this method enables
the revelation of implicit ideologies conveyed by these discourses, by iden-
tifying lexical, visual, and rhetorical choices that construct worldviews. For

2 Lilia Bouziane: law student invited to appear on television shows in France
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example, in criticising Islamic tradition, tweets might express ideologies
linked to secularism.

n eposted Fig.1.4 I'm a Muslim from Quebec. I am
B tssar @ @miss9afi - Oct 11 . )
’ " i 70 S a fervent defender of secularism. I'm
against the hijab. I don’t want my daugh-
ter to be taught by a teacher who wears
Jesuis cintiglehilsh, a hijab. (Tweet screenshot, 20-11-2024)

Je ne veux pas que ma fille soit instruite par un professeur qui porte un
hijab.

Je suis une fervente défenseuse de la laicité.

Q a5t 2k Q 10k Wl 485K A

To complete and refine this MCDA, EP deepens these analyses by ex-
amining the “grammar of meaning” and the performative dimensions
- “speech acts,” argumentative and intentional aspects of discourse, as
well as the pragmatic meaning tied to a given context (Charaudeau, 1992).
Charaudeau’s enunciative pragmatics (1992) precisely emphasises the
performative, interactive, and contextual dimensions of discourse. It en-
riches MCDA by allowing us to examine the intentions of the enunciators
(ex-Muslims) and their relationship with their audience (followers) on X
and sometimes beyond. In this context, the criticism expressed by ex-Mus-
lims is not limited to informing but also aims to persuade, provoke, or mo-
bilise, perhaps even to directly encourage apostasy. For example, a tweet
exposing Muslims having doubts or who has apostatised after being con-
vinced by an ex-Muslims’ discourse.
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’ ‘ e .. Fig.1.5And it’s always a pleasure for me to read the

Et c'est toujours un plaisir pour moi de découvrir au quotidien les . .

commentaires de coux qui 6 posent des questions, voire finissent par dally comments Of those Who aSk themselves questlons

ouvrir les yeux, sur I'islam | Avec du temgps, de |a réflexion, de la remise en . . .

question personnelie,du courage.- and even open their eyes to Islam with time, reflec-
tion, personal questioning, courage...

o . ' “wilyadnheures  One of the pined comments inside the tweet: I'm a bit

R in peu honte avjourdhui  ashamed today because I once insulted you in a com-
Borjour Majd. Je suis musuiman niNSUItE €0 commentaire | ment Islam is a real fraud.
il i et e L Underneath tweet: Converting to Islam: freedom of
E—————w g ¢ expression. Convincing people to leave Islam: racism
e e 9 and hatred. Absurd! (Tweet screenshot, 09-11-2024)
L] - Oct 30
EJ Convertir & I'islam : Liberté d'expression,
Corwaincre de quitter 'istam : racisme et haine.

Absurde! =

O2 92 Osw Wl 10K i

1S3

As Charaudeau highlights it, and as shown in the screenshot below, dis-
course is often polyphonic. The tweets regularly include quotations from
the Quran, personal testimonies, or references to political discourse, each
playing a role in the critical argumentation. For instance, an ex-Muslim
might cite a Quranic verse to discredit the political positioning of a re-
nowned figure.

Fig.1.6 Zineb El Rhazaoui last night: “The Pal- @& ° out7
estinian resistance, today is October 7th, I hope 4 Zinob Bl Rhazoulier =it
that one day we will all celebrate this date as the RS s o R o it o i O PR G
day of Palestine’s liberation.” estongela e

This is nothing more and nothing less than an
apology for terrorism!
(In the screenshot, in part: It was reported by
Ibn Abbas that the Messenger of Allah said:
“Whoever changes their religion, kill them.”)
(Tweet screenshot, 26/12/2024)

Cest de l'apologie du terrorisme, ni plus ni mains !

Il ra r Ibn"Abba: le
Messager d'Allah (#5) a dit :

“Quiconque change de religion, tuez-le.”

HE Ak b ylds BLT 2 lall b dass Wis
il Jat JB JO ettt il 58 (8855 38 ol
$alt 5 u

1 s 1550 ale alll

Q90 3 304 O m 34K A&

Enunciative pragmatics sheds light on the relationship between discursive
actors: ex-Muslims and their audience. This allows for an exploration of
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how ex-Muslims use discourse to assert themselves as contesting social ac-
tors while addressing diverse audiences promoting underlying or explicit
ideological beliefs. For example, they may adjust their tone depending on
whether they are addressing believers, sceptics, or militant atheists, shift-
ing from seriousness to cynicism. (Also seen in Fig.1.2, and Fig.1.3).

Key Concepts

‘Discourse, ‘Critique’, ‘Ideology’

Inspired by Fairclough (2012), we view discourse as a practice aimed
at producing and transmitting meaning and/or constructing the world
through verbal and non-verbal means. In this framework, discourse is an
essentially contextualised, metadiscursive, and sometimes a polyphonic
practice, both socially constituted and socially constitutive, carrying one or
more ideologies. This perspective directly applies to the critical discourse
of ex-Muslims, who construct a contestatory worldview against their for-
mer religion while engaging with contemporary societal issues such as in-
dividual freedom and religious critique.

Thus, we align, at least in part, with the definition of discourse provided
by Reisigl and Wodak, which states that discourse is closely linked to con-
text, varies according to its thematic focus, and takes place within specific
spheres of social life, such as culture or politics. In the case of ex-Muslims
on X, their critical discourse intersects with issues related to religion, hu-
man rights, and western values. This transforms discourse producers into
social discursive actors - a notion also found in Charaudeau’s EP - who in-
teract and argue to defend positions they perceive as true or morally just,
both in reaction to their experiences and as an attempt to influence their
audiences.

“(...) a cluster of context dependent practices that are situated within specific
fields of social action socially constituted and socially constitutive; related to
a macro-topic; linked to the argumentation about validity claims such as truth
and normative validity, involving several social actors who have different points
of view” (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009, p. 89, as cited in Angermuller et al., 2014).

Former Muslims, through their discourse, seek to influence society within
a power dynamic, particularly by challenging the norms and beliefs asso-
ciated with their former religion. Just as Charaudeau (1992) develops the
notion of the ‘speech act’ and discourse performativity, Fairclough also
considers discourse as an “active relationship to reality” (Fairclough, 1992,
p. 41). In this sense, critical discourse also becomes political, with politics
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defined by Charaudeau as: “A domain of social practice where symbolic
power struggles take place for the conquest and management of power”
(Charaudeau, 2005, p. 60). From a constructivist perspective, political dis-
course is not defined by its content or genre but by its ability to act upon
reality within a specific communicative situation. This pragmatic approach
highlights that discourse is not merely a vehicle for political ideas but a po-
litical action, where context and the intention of discursive actors play
a central role in the politicisation of the message (Pirat, 2006, p. 196-197).

In the case of apostates, their critical discourse can be perceived as po-
litical. It is a performative practice aimed at deconstructing dominant rep-
resentations while constructing new discursive and ideological identities.
Fairclough (2003, p. 26, 2012, p. 11) articulates three key characteristics
of discourse that describe how it operates within social life, as a “part of
action”: (1) Genres (ways of acting): These refer to specific ways of struc-
turing and framing discourse, such as proselytism, critical testimonies,
or advocacy for freedom of conscience, which apostates use to engage
audiences on X. (2) Discourses (ways of representing): Apostates present
specific representations of Islam, often criticising it as incompatible with
certain universal values. These representations help to assess how similar
aspects of the Muslim world are perceived differently based on adopted
discursive positions. (3) Styles (ways of being): The discourse of apostates
forms a way of constructing their critical identity, as ex-Muslims affirming
an ideological and existential break with their former faith. These discur-
sive styles include personal narratives and analyses, or forms of humour,
sometimes even expressions of hate and anger.

Discourse, therefore, serves as a means of acting, representing, and con-
structing a particular ideological position. This dynamic fits within a con-
textual practice where discourse functions as both a tool for contestation
and a means of legitimisation in the digital public sphere. The way this
practice is understood and interpreted depends on three analytical ele-
ments: Production - the critical narratives of apostates; Form - the mul-
timodal language within the context of X and Reception - how these dis-
courses are perceived by audiences, for example, through retweets. These
three dimensions interact with political and cultural concerns, generating
a range of social effects (Fairclough, 2003, p. 11). In the case of apostates,
the social impact of their discourse depends largely on their ability to legit-
imise themselves, mobilise compelling alternative narratives, reach diverse
audiences, and respond to the resistance or contestation they encounter.

The discourses we study are generally produced directly online. Those
digital discourses, also called by Paveau (2017) “native discourse”, because
they are born from and shaped by the digital medium itself, rather than
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being transferred or adapted from traditional communication are a hybrid
form of expression with a digital logic. They are characterised by elements
of multimodality but also specific interaction dynamics inherent to digital
platforms this is why they must be analysed withing the context of the dig-
ital platform.

The critical discourses of apostates on X also share the specific character-
istics identified by Paveau (2017, p. 28,29) which support the use of MCDA
in our analysis: (1) Composite, mixing verbal language and technological
elements as seen in all above multimodal examples. (2) Non-linear, with
hyperlinks leading to external sources such as videos. For example, tweets
by Oukacha announcing his latest radio show invitation or his latest You-

Tube video.
Fig.1.7 “Saying that ‘immigrationisanop- reposted
ey 2 . . Europe 1 & @Europe!-0ct3
portumty and that anyone WhO dlsagrees s « Dire que “I'immigration est une chance" et si on n'est pas d'accord on est

‘ 2 2. : 3 ¢ “xénophobe"”, c'est un peu excessif et ¢a ne va pas aider a comprendre le
xenophobic’is a bit excessive and won’t help Vil frobliera’s, outime Mlid_udiows de ROMGLY wiec: OCymifancane

in understanding the real issue,” says Majid, sur #Europet,
a listener of #OMSLT with @CyrilHanouna 3
on #Europel. (Tweet screenshot, 03/10/2024)

i ! - X9 +0ct27
\‘ @ Ma nouvelle vidéo, « Ces i i éas par Allah
dans be Coran », est sur Youtube | Il y a tant de versets dans lesquels ce dieu
soi-disant parfait parle comme 5'Hl était & la place de son humain de
prophéte (et inversement).

o O® nies Q 251 it 276 A

youtu.be/VLA2|SWmiEY

13. brutal,

- et en plus de cela I

'(‘ *
>
DT e

Fig.1.8 @ My new video, “These Human Expressions
Spoken by Allah in the Quran”, is now on YouTube!
There are so many verses where this supposedly
perfect god speaks as if he were in the place of his
human prophet (and vice versa). (Tweet screenshot,
27/10/2024)

183

Qs 11158 Q 387 RITS (=]

(3) Augmented by the conversational nature of the web, where discussions
are enriched through replies, shares, and reactions, such as retweets or
tweets commenting on a screenshot. (4) Relational, thanks to hashtags and
mentions that connect their discourse to other spaces or conversations due
to the web's networked structure. (5) Investigable, as tweets are accessible
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and collectable in “open access.” (6) Unpredictable, as they are influenced
by platform algorithms, making some tweets go viral while others lead to
account suspensions due to user reports. This is indeed the case for several
apostate profiles on X. The evolving nature of platform X presents challeng-
es, such as account deletion and the ephemeral life of tweets. Our method is
designed to remain flexible, combining systematic archiving (screenshots,
metadata) with interpretive rigour.

Critique

Critical discourse, however, is a specific form of discourse. We distinguish
between two major conceptions of critique. The first, inherited from the
Greek tradition, is based on deliberate action carried out by experts -
ex-Muslims perceiving themselves as experts and legitimate voices main-
ly because, once, they were Muslims learning the sacred texts and living
their life within Muslim tradition and society. They believe their critique
involves a thoughtful judgment based on thorough analysis based on ex-
perience. This approach, often called ‘normative critique), is inspired by
the Platonic tradition. The second, a more modern perspective, considers
critique as an integral part of civic life, open to everyone and promoting
democratic participation without requiring any expertise - where the
selected ex-Muslims are ordinary citizens that decided to promote their
ideas. Despite their differences, these two perspectives overlap, making
them potentially complementary (Danblon, 2012). We also perceive cri-
tique as a tool for social, cultural, religious, and political change, as it can
highlight injustices, inequalities, contradictions, and even illogical reason-
ing. Zienkowski (2018) introduces the idea of critique as a form of public
‘metadiscourse’ that allows individuals to recognise, rearticulate, and/or
reconfigure the logics and rationalities that lead to social suffering. For the
studied apostates, critique serves as both an outlet for distress and a tool
for seeking recognition of their suffering, aiming to challenge and change
societal norms.

Through their critical discourse, ex-Muslims challenge other, more dom-
inant discourses about Islam, which brings us closer to a Marxist perspec-
tive where the apostate’s discourse function as a counter-discourse that
oppose more dominant narratives. Fundamentally, counter-discourse re-
fers to any way of making sense of the ‘world’ that seeks to deconstruct
an initial discourse through argumentation (or other discursive strate-
gies) and/or to propose an alternative ideological narrative (Carbou, 2015;
Plantin, 1996). Ex-Muslims attempt to frame their interpretation of prior
discourses, temporarily fixing their own meaning. These discursive prac-
tices are therefore constitutive of social, and even political, identities and
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play a crucial role in the (de)legitimisation and hegemonisation processes
(Blommaert, 2005; Reisigl & Wodak, 2009).

Critique can also take the form of self-criticism or a form of ‘reflexivity’
as introduced by Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992) which involves self-observa-
tion and self-awareness for emancipatory purposes. In this sense, our stud-
ied population transitioned from being Muslims to ex-Muslims after what
Mezirow’s (1991) call “transformative learning theory”, a meticulous ques-
tioning of their held beliefs and assumption. This process of self-critique,
which takes time, could be considered a crucial element of the discourse.

Finally, it is important to distinguish between “emic” (or “phonemic”)
and “etic” (or “phonetic”) discourse, a conceptual distinction originally
made by Pike (1967). In modern qualitative research, an emic perspective
focuses on the viewpoints of participants, whereas an etic perspective fo-
cuses on the observations of researchers (Markee, 2012). In our specific
case: Any critical discourse from ex-Muslims will be considered emic and
our critique of ex-Muslim discourse will be considered etic. This distinc-
tion helps clarify different perspectives and interpretations of key and
sensitive terms, such as Islam and Islamisms as viewed by the researcher
versus how these concepts are understood by discursive actors.

Ideology

We agree with Freeden’s (2003) point of view which sees ideology as a po-
litical phenomenon; a set of political ideas, beliefs, and opinions that are
communicable and influential. He separates main ideologies with those
who are more open to cooperation and pluralism like liberalism and social-
ism and those who do not, like fascism and communism. From the perspec-
tive of critical discourse analysis (CDA), Fairclough (1995) sees ideology as
embedded in discourse, shaping and reinforcing power structures. He ar-
gues that some discourses become “naturalised”, appearing as self-evident
truths, which conceals their ideological roots and sustains existing power
dynamics.

Indeed, the notion of truth is central to the discourse of ex-Muslims.
The Quran, as a form of divine knowledge, is relatively closed and diffi-
cult for humans to challenge. It is presented as an absolute truth because
it is uncreated. Yet, this is precisely what ex-Muslims criticise, as they de-
construct this knowledge to expose and confront its errors and contradic-
tions. Through their discourse, they construct their own truth. Charaudeau
(2005) speaks of an ‘imaginary of truth’ or a ‘sociodiscursive imaginary’.
What he means by ‘imaginary’ is not the absence of reality, but rather an
image of reality imbued with the meaning that apostates give it through
their relationship to the world and to others - in other words, through con-
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text and experience (p. 158). Charaudeau distinguishes between “knowl-
edge-based truths” (verifiable facts) from “belief-based truths” (values and
convictions) that contributes to the construction of the “truth imaginaries”
(Pirat, 2006). Ideology is seen as a tool that create a “truth effect,” making
opinions appear unquestionable and legitimising political actions.

Apostasy from Islam could, in this context, potentially be regarded as an
ideology in its own right - a question we intend to explore further. For now,
however, we will focus our efforts on the notion of the “imaginary of truth.”
While this concept can become problematic when it is essentialised or pre-
sented as universal (Charaudeau, 2005, p. 159), it remains fundamentally
reflective and subjective, aligning closely with the processes observed in
the critical discourse of ex-Muslims. The “imaginary of truth” employs ide-
ologies as tools for constructing reality, enabling a more nuanced explora-
tion of discourse.

RESEARCH DESIGN & DATA
Our investigation is characterised by a non-intrusive and non-participatory
approach, avoiding direct interaction with the profiles. The content we have
selected is freely accessible since the observed spaces do not require a prior
friend request. We therefore adopt the status of observer with our person-
al X account, renouncing our anonymity. However, we chose to follow the
analysed profiles, and most of them followed us back, which means they
became aware of our online presence. The main language is French, but
“code-switching” (Poplack, 2001) or “code change” on a multilingual plat-
form such as X, pushes us to consider Arabic and English, when necessary.
To identify ex-Muslim profiles on the X platform, we began by exam-
ining profiles of former Muslims already known through our previous
research dating back to 2015 on counter-discourses to ISIS propaganda.
These initial profiles were selected because they publicly presented them-
selves as ex-Muslims and/or apostates. Starting from there, we were able
to expand our field to similar profiles. We examined the profiles of the fol-
lowers and the accounts they followed, one by one. Everyone who identi-
fied as an ex-Muslim or apostate was selected, regardless of the language
used, provided it was one we understood. For each selected person, we un-
dertook the same approach to enlarge the circle of profiles. Similarly, we
observed the profiles of people who wrote comments and selected those

3 “Code-switching (CS) refers to the mixing, by bilinguals (or multilinguals), of two or more
languages in discourse, often with no change of interlocutor or topic. Such mixing may take
place at any level of linguistic structure, but its occurrence within the confines of a sin-
gle sentence (...)". Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285248787_
Code_Switching_Linguistic [last accessed, 19 Decembre 2024].
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who presented themselves as ex-Muslims. On the other hand, we used
the search bar by entering various keywords and hashtags related to the
subject (#ExMuslims, #ExMusulman, #Apostat, #Apostasie) to find new
associated profiles. We also referred to the suggestions of the algorithms
which suggested similar profiles to those we were looking for. Not all pro-
files are created by a single person; some of the accounts are reportedly run
by a group of former Muslims such as, for example, the ‘Collectif d’Apos-
tats’. At this stage, we are continuing our monitoring to find new profiles.

For this article, we focus on a one-month period on a reduced sample of
three profiles of individuals with a number of 125 tweets. The first, Samrah
Atika, is a woman who was born a Muslim (33 tweets), the second, Ma-
jid Oukacha, is a man who was born a Muslim (23 tweets), and the third
is Vivi-Apostat, a young man who converted to the religion of Islam, then
radicalised, then de-converted and is identifying himself today as ex-Mus-
lim (69 tweets).

The selection of the three profiles was guided by their prominence and
sustained activity within the French-speaking ex-Muslim digital sphere.
These accounts were chosen not only for their large follower base and high
engagement, but also for their diversity in terms of gender, rhetorical style
and background experience. This allows for a more representative and
comparative insight into the plurality of discourses within the apostate
community.

Since we started keeping track of these accounts, every month of the
year has been interesting to analyse. The month of October 2024 was cho-
sen as a strategic temporal window for data collection due to a timeframe
contemporary with the time we were developing this article showing a will
to stay up to date. From a methodological standpoint, the focus on this sin-
gle month enables an exploratory thematic analysis that remains manage-
able in scope, while offering sufficient data density to generate examples to
support our proposed method.

On her X profile, Samrah Atika, of Moroccan origin, presents herself as
an apostate and ex-Muslim, an activist for the right to apostasy in Islam. She
puts forward her French and Amazigh identity. With Waleed Al-Husseini,
she is the co-founder of the Council of Ex-Muslims of France. Samrah de-
fines herself as a survivor of Islamism. She campaigns against the wearing
of the Islamic veil. She has chosen to disclose her identity and face and is
subject to death threats. Her appearance on X dates back to 2011; however,
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she lost her accounts twice due to people reporting it to the platform X* and
is now on her third.

On his X profile, Majid Oukacha who has also chosen to disclose his
identity and show his face despite the death threats, presents himself as
an ex-Muslim, writer, and YouTuber. He has managed to preserve his X
account since 2015. He has a YouTube channel with 191 videos as of January
7, 2025, which he publicises on X. Of Algerian origin, and after apostatis-
ing around the age of eighteen, Oukacha has written and published several
books. He describes himself as one of the first ex-Muslims to have openly
criticised Islam on social media.

ViVi-Apostat is a ‘native’ Frenchman from a non-religious family, who
converted to Islam around the age of fifteen, during the period of the ISIS
caliphate, then radicalised and was imprisoned by the French state; he sub-
sequently deconverted®. Vivi-Apostat has already disclosed his real name and
has been the victim, on his X profile, of death threats and “doxing,” a pub-
lic and intentional disclosure on the Internet of personal information about
a person by a third party, with the aim of humiliating, threatening, intimidat-
ing, or punishing the identified person (Douglas, 2016). He positions himself
as an ex-Muslim and critic of Islam. Vivi-Apostat explains that he portrays
‘authentic Islam.” He generally focuses on current events related to Islam.

DATA COLLECTION AND CHALLENGE:

To examine the constructed rhetoric on X, we suggest using the qualitative
data analysis software NVivo. Since Elon Musk’s takeover, it has become
impossible to directly download tweets into the software. In this context,
and to maintain the overall look of the tweet, we follow these steps: (1)
Data collection, which involves taking full screenshots of tweets, renaming
them, and categorising them based on profile names and months of pub-
lication. (2) Entering screenshots into NVivo and separately copy-pasting
the text of the tweet into the created file. (3) Categorising tweets as either
tweets or retweets, the latter emphasises the polyphony of discourse. And
then steps 4 and 5 overlap: (4) Coding with NVIVO: the code being: “a word
or a short phrase that symbolically assigns a summarising, salient, essen-
tial, and/or evocative attribute to a portion of textual or visual data” (Sal-
dafia, 2012, p. 3) and (5) the three-dimensional analysis.

4 Meaning that users notified the platform’s moderation team that her account has potentially

violated the platform’s rules or terms of service. This could lead to warning the user, tempo-
rarily suspending the account, or permanently banning it depending on the severity of the
violation.

5  ViVi lApostat. (2024, May 31). LApostasie en Islam, clest mon histoire [Conference]. Café
Laique, Brussels.
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Therefore, rather than analysing the tweets solely as text-based content,
we consider their multimodal nature to take a critical look at the entire pro-
duction. The implementation and spatialisation (design layout of the text,
emojis, hashtags etc.) gives full meaning to a tweet. This is precisely why,
we have made the labour-intensive and time-consuming choice to collect
our corpus through screenshots, capturing tweets in their entirety rather
than separating text from other modes. Modes being “semiotic resources
which allow the simultaneous realisation of discourses and types of (inter)
action” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p.21).

studie o study

) -0ct13 ... Fig.1.7 My testimony as a former
4 Mon témoignage d’ex-musulman : Muslim: Radicalised by Sunni Islam,
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Quitter cette religion a sauvé ma vie. , , ideology. Leaving this religion saved
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For instance, in the above tweet, we code the text, the emojis and the image.
We also watch the video in order to add notes to our coding - that will be of
use during the analysis step.

Non-Anonymisation of Profiles in Our Study

Anonymising profiles in scientific research raises debates about data
confidentiality and integrity. However, within the framework of our sci-
entific research, we argue that it is crucial not to anonymise the studied
profiles for several reasons. The profiles we have selected on X are public,
and their content is accessible to all users. By using public data, we are al-
ready respecting the parameters chosen by users for sharing their infor-
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mation. Many users have already opted for anonymity by using symbolic
profile pictures and pseudonyms which carry specific meanings such as
for example: Muse ExMus, Super Kafir, Mourta'd, LApostat Kafir, Ibliss, Mo-
hamed AgNostic... Their real identity is thus protected by their own choice
to remain masked, making further anonymisation redundant and poten-
tially diminishing the significance of the pseudonyms and symbols they
use. Some users, despite the risks involved, choose to disclose their real
identity by using their actual names and displaying their faces. This rath-
er courageous decision is particularly exceptional and reveals a strong
willingness to express themselves openly. Ignoring or anonymising these
public identities would mean erasing an essential part of the significance
of their bold stance. Moreover, the identity of users plays a key role in our
analysis. The diversity of identity exposure, whether through anonymity,
meaningful pseudonyms, or real names, adds depth and richness to our
research. By preserving these identities, we ensure a more precise and
faithful analysis that reflects the reality of the platform. Also, the system-
atic anonymisation of profiles could be perceived as invalidating the per-
sonal choices and political stance of users regarding their visibility and
representation online. Respecting each user’s decision about how they
present their identity on X is essential to maintaining the integrity and
authenticity of their choice and our study. As Khazaal, (2017) explains,
“names in digital space have become keenly political, because proclaim-
ing the stigma of leaving religion online may be the only public act of
religious defiance Arabs can perform safely, given the serious threats
apostates faced in Arab communities” (p. 271). Anonymising these names
would be camouflaging their political stances. Finally, we don't pretend
that our article will have any more undesirable impact and visibility over
these individuals than their own public tweets.

Operationalisation of the Method and Analytical Potentials

As detailed earlier, this study proposes a hybrid methodological frame-
work combining Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of CDA (1989,
1995), Kress and van Leeuwen’s multimodal semiotics (1996, 2001), and
Charaudeau’s theory of enunciative pragmatics (2005). This integrative
approach allows for a layered analysis that captures the complexity of
meaning-making in ex-Muslims’ discourse. The NVIVO coding will oper-
ates across three interrelated levels of analysis: (1) Micro-level: Textual
analysis of multimodal tweets. At this level, close reading is applied to the
content to uncover the processes of meaning-making. The analysis focuses
on the “grammar of meaning” and “visual grammar,” attending to non-ver-
bal and paraverbal elements, polysemy, polyphony, intertextual references,
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and metadiscursive features. Special attention is paid to how visual and
textual components interact to construct representations, arguments and
attitudes.

(2) Meso-level: Discursive Practices. This dimension examines the pro-
duction, distribution, and reception of multimodal discourse. The goal is
to analyse how tweets are crafted, circulated, and interpreted within the
digital media ecosystem. We explore discursive strategies, selection of
information, communicative intentions, emotional framing, and identity
construction (both personal and collective). This level also foregrounds the
performativity of apostate’s discourse and their ideological positioning,
shedding light on how discourses are shaped by and, in turn, shape social
practices.

(3) Macro-level: Social Practices. At the macro-level, the analysis situ-
ates apostate discourse within its wider sociopolitical and cultural context.
It considers how such discourse interacts with existing social structures
and power relations. Key elements include mapping influence (whether
reinforcing or challenging dominant structures), interpreting the discur-
sive negotiation of legitimacy, and uncovering what Charaudeau terms
the “imaginary of truth” i.e., the representation of certain beliefs as indu-
bitable or self-evident. This level enables a critical understanding of how
ex-Muslims’ discourse contribute to reshaping debates around religion
and freedom of expression.

The codes are then classified into three categories to answer the study
research questions. The first category is that of multimodal representations
of Islam/isms, the second is that of arguments that discredit the religion
and the third is that of underlying ideologies. Analysis of these 3 categories
will bring out themes and concepts for understanding the critical discourse
of ex-Muslims.

Exploratory analysis

The exploratory analysis of the tweets of Atika, Oukacha and Vivi-Apostat
reveals diverse yet converging forms of online activism among ex-Mus-
lims. Despite distinct life trajectories, styles and rhetorical strategies, all
three profiles demonstrate a sustained critique of Islamism and Islam
and advocacy for secularism and recognition of apostate’s rights. Their
discourses range from personal and emotional testimonies to pragmatic
and intellectual deconstruction as well as provocative language, reflecting
a heterogeneous but thematically coherent opposition to Islamic dogma,
gender-based oppression and leftist political ambivalence. They contribute
to the digital visibility of ex-Muslims, engaging in a discourse that empha-
sises both individual emancipation and collective resistance.
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We conclude cautiously with the early stages of potential concepts on
the general critical discourse of ex-Muslims on X. Firstly, (1) the concept
of ‘DIY ideology”® emerges. While studying the discourse of extremists,
Brace, Baele, & Ging (2023) talk about an ideological construction that
they present as a ‘composite ideology’, a “mixed, unclear, unstable (MUU)
ideology profile.” Ex-Muslims as well seem to construct an ideology whose
crafting is adjusted according to their overall condition. Their experiences
are diverse, complex, and hyper-subjective. It would be difficult to assert
that there is one single ideology that unites them all apart from the act of
apostasy. However, among the militant population we are studying, many
of them share a system of common ideas such as the rejection of religious
dogma, the search for truth and meaning, and the desire for freedom of
thought and expression leading to a certain form of democracy, national-
ism and liberalism. That said they have their own “Truth imaginary” narra-
tive. Apostasy from Islam could be seen as an ideological construct unique
to ex-Muslims which could be termed Ex-Muslimism, Apostasism, or De-Is-
lamism. These ideological discourses also have wider implications, notably
(2) with the newly proposed notion of Metareligion, that we envision in-
spired by the notion of metapolitics defined as a cultural strategy aimed at
influencing mindsets, ideas, and norms without directly engaging in insti-
tutional politics or as a clash between different political modes and models
(Zienkowski, 2017). Here, Metareligion, would refer to online critical and
performative discourses aiming to influence the relationship with religion,
particularly Islam, while revisiting its philosophical, dogmatic, cultic and
cultural foundations without necessarily going through Islamic religious
channels. (3) In this case, we cannot overlook the role of the platform X,
which ex-Muslims may perceive as a form of democratic playground and
a tool for freedom of expression. This perception is based on the possibility
of using anonymity to protect one’s identity, the universal nature of the
platform, and the instant access to a wide audience. While this platform
can lead to polarising discourse, it fosters a democratic dynamic where ev-
eryone can, in theory, express themselves and engage in critique. All this
leads us, inevitably, to the ultimate concept of (4) Inverted Proselytism. We
understand that through their critical discourse on X, ex-Muslims may be
promoting a form of thinking that encourages some Muslims to question
and abandon Islam, thereby actively contributing to the transformation of
Islamic beliefs leading somehow to apostasy. This could be perceived as an
action to counter the Islamic online proselytism (Kholili, Izudin, & Hakim,
2024 ; Raya, 2025 ; Thoyib, 2024). Finally, (5) in ex-Muslim discourse, the

6 Do ityourself
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distinction between Islam and Islamism is often blurred or no longer rec-
ognised. In their view, Islam is fundamentally synonymous with Islamism.
Hence, we propose the term ‘Islam(ism)’ instead of Islam/ism to encapsu-
late this concept in a single word.

CONCLUSION

This article demonstrates the value of combining MCDA with EP to study
how ex-Muslims articulate critique on X. This method provides a layered
toolkit for analysing multimodal discourses in online environments. By ex-
amining textual, visual, and performative layers of meaning, this approach
reveals apostates’ strategic communicative choices and ideological com-
plexity.
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ABSTRACT

This article introduces Long Comment Branch Sampling (LCBS), a novel
strategy for enhancing qualitative research of social media discussions.
Addressing the challenge of purposive and systematic data sampling,
particularly from large datasets from social media, LCBS builds upon
and combines established digital methods and ethnographic approach-
es. Focused on discussions in comment sections, the article offers
a structured, iterative process of selecting, sorting, and synthesizing
data, providing practical tools for researchers grappling with substan-
tial datasets. The strategy is demonstrated through an examination of
meat reduction discussions on Danish Facebook pages, showcasing its
applicability to various contested issues. By introducing the concept of
“long comment branches,” LCBS navigates the non-chronological data
format of comment sections, facilitating a systematic, qualitative ap-
proach. Underlining the importance of a multi-cycle and iterative pro-
cess of selecting, locating, sorting, and batching, LCBS serves as a valu-
able tool for studying user engagements in comment sections.
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INTRODUCTION

When politics are discussed on social media, people gather around specif-
ic topics in formations of what has been termed ‘issue publics’ (Marres,
2005). The topics of discussion are as crystallized and dispersed as in all
other parts of cultural life. However, when these discussions take place
within digital infrastructures, the discussions happen dispersed in space
and diffracted in time. Within a digital ecology, politics are performed ev-
erywhere, simultaneously. In corners and in open spaces. This diffraction
and multitude poses a methodological problem for researchers interested
in studying how discussions unfold: When data is everywhere and abun-
dant, how does one select or sample data in a purposeful yet systematic way
(Flick, 2018; Tracy, 2020)?

Previous studies of online discussions and issue publics have deployed
digital methods relying primarily on hashtag collection, sentiment analy-
sis, or other more automated approaches (Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Gerbau-
do, 2012; Papacharissi, 2014; Sanford et al., 2021). In other studies, digital
ethnographic researchers have primarily made use of close readings or
in-depth immersion in smaller communities (Gal, 2019; Hellmueller et al.,
2021a; Olausson, 2018; Pires et al., 2023). While these methods are comple-
mentary, they represent distinct strategies for engaging with digital data.

The sampling approach proposed in this article, long comment branch
sampling (LCBS), combines elements of both, developing a systematic pro-
cess for selecting, sorting, and synthesizing comment sections in a way
that reflects both the scale and the specificities of online discourse. This
method is illustrated through a case study on meat reduction controver-
sies in Danish Facebook comment sections but can be applied to various
contested issues across different platforms. LCBS offers practical tools for
qualitative researchers to navigate large volumes of data, providing an an-
swer to the following research question: how can we purposively and sys-
tematically sample comment sections? The non-chronological structure of
comment threads on platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok pres-
ents challenges for analysis. Yet, by paying attention to both content and
structure—what is referred to here as “long comment branches”—LCBS
enables a systematic, qualitative approach to studying the content embed-
ded in these data forms. While the scale of data on social media lends itself
to large-scale quantitative methods (Bandy & Diakopoulos, 2023; B. Chen
etal., 2023; Kim et al., 2021) a qualitative approach can provide culturally
situated close reading of discussions necessary for understanding the cul-
tural implications of a phenomenon (boyd & Crawford, 2012). In this sense,
LCBS facilitates a transition from big data to ‘thicker’ data (Latzko-Toth et
al., 2017).
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This article contributes to the literature on qualitative-oriented methods
for social media by introducing LCBS, a sampling strategy that adapts pur-
posive sampling to the specific challenges of studying comment sections
on social media. While ethnographic methods such as interviews (Bauman,
2015), observations (Willis, 2019), and go-alongs (Jergensen, 2016) have
been adapted to digital contexts, similar adaptations in sampling comment
sections remain underexplored. LCBS fills this gap by offering a concrete
set of steps for researchers to systematically select pages, locate comment
branches, sort comments, and batch posts. In this way, the article suggests
the potentiality of sampling for long comment branches, i.e. long threads
of replies, and selecting purposively from these. Grounded in the concept
of online issue publics (Birkbak, 2013; Bruns & Highfield, 2015; Marres,
2005, 2015), it aims to bridge the methodological tools of digital methods
for handling large datasets with the cultural sensitivity of ethnographic
research.

FACEBOOK: AFFORDING DISCUSSIONS

Though LCBS can be applied more broadly, I use data from Facebook to
showcase the sampling strategy in this paper. Founded in 2004, Facebook
is one of the oldest actively used social networking sites. Globally, Facebook
was the most popular social network site in 2022 with 2.91 billion month-
ly active users (Biggest Social Media Platforms 2022, n.d.). In comparison,
number 2 on the list, YouTube, has 2.562 billion, and number 3 WhatsApp
has 2 billion monthly active users. Though other platforms’ user bases are
growing faster than Facebook’s, the social media incumbent continues to
be an app and a site people use. In the local case of Denmark, Facebook is
also the social media platform with the highest coverage in the population,
with 65% of people aged 15-75 using it daily (DR, 2022).

Facebook’s interface has changed many times throughout the years but
some of the core structural elements of the site remain the same. Users
have their own profiles, while companies or organizations can create pages
for themselves which users can follow. Pages can then create posts that us-
ers, followers or non-followers, can react to in the form of emoji reactions
(like, love, haha, wow, sad, angry), share on their personal profile, or com-
ment on. It is the latter, comment sections, which serve as the main data
structure processed in this article. A comment section belonging to a post
can consist of comments (direct replies to the post), and an infinite num-
ber of replies to a comment, or replies to other replies. Comment sections
are often not ordered chronologically. Instead, Facebook’s default setting
is to order them according to “most relevant” comments, with the option
to instead “see all” comments. Further, Facebook’s default setting is not
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to show all comments in a comment section which means that long com-
ment sections must be folded out manually. The interface and intricate data
structure of Facebook’s comment sections therefore pose a challenge for
qualitative researchers interested in studying discussions through com-
ment sections.

The structure of posts with a comment section where users can react and
discuss is a common format beyond Facebook, and other social media plat-
forms have a similar structure. This is the case with Instagram, LinkedIn,
Reddit, and X (or previously, Twitter). It should be noted, however, that
even though all of these platforms afford (Bucher & Helmond, 2017) com-
ment section interaction it is most seen in the former two examples. In line
with Jensen, Vahlstrup, and Bechmann (2018), I therefore argue that the
use of LCBS should always be sensitive to the specific platform vernaculars
of the research object.

Issue publics and methods for studying them

With the affordances of comment sections, social media sites, such as
Facebook, facilitate debates or conversations, primarily in written form,
serving as public discussion fora (Papacharissi, 2014). Here, it is possible
to post a comment on a post and for other people to reply to this with com-
ments or emoji reactions, making it possible for individuals, organizations,
and companies to engage in discussions through the platform affordances.

Such politically engaged online publics are often ‘fleeting’ and ‘topic de-
pendent’ (Papacharissi, 2014), and have been termed ‘ad hoc issue publics’
(Bruns & Burgess, 2011). These kinds of publics form around specific topics
on social networking sites, which is supported by the affordances of the
sites. Twitter and its hashtags have popularly been used as the prime ex-
ample of this (Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Gerbaudo, 2012; Papacharissi, 2014;
Sanford et al., 2021). Here, publics form around a specific case, and specific
hashtags are used as anchors for members of the issue publics. The mem-
bers can then both use the hashtags when posting content on the platform
and use the hashtag to search for other user-created content on the issue.
The technical affordance of the hashtag then becomes an important tool for
publics to form and gather information.

Though hashtags on Twitter are the most used case studies of issue
publics, both due to the searchability of hashtags and the (former) acces-
sibility of Twitter’s API, some studies have also looked at issue publics on
other platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, Tumblr, and Parler (Burgess
& Matamoros-Ferndndez, 2016; B. Chen et al., 2023; Matamoros-Fernan-
dez, 2017). Using other infrastructural affordances (de Seta, 2020) than
hashtags, issues or controversies on social media platforms have also been
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studied in terms of groups and pages (Kiichler et al., 2023; Navon & Noy,
2023) or posts (Basmechi & Ignatow, 2021; Yarchi et al., 2021) on Facebook.
In these cases, comment sections afford a place for people to express their
opinions, both aimed at the page, other commentators, or other lurking
users. Comment sections as affordances are thus key places and ways for
issue publics to virtually gather and discuss topics of varying degrees from
social movement initiatives (Hwang & Kim, 2015) to political topics such
as livestock production or climate change (Koteyko et al., 2013; Olausson,
2018).

Issue or controversy mapping has been deployed as digital methods to
study actors in platform-based sociotechnical environments using hyper-
link or network analysis to study relations between actors (Burgess et al.,
2019; Lepawsky et al., 2019; Marres, 2015; Venturini & Munk, 2022). While
these studies seldom discuss sampling explicitly, they detail the ‘curation’
of datasets and its methodological implications. For instance, Venturini
and Munk (Venturini & Munk, 2022, p. 164) consider how seed pages and
tools like API queries, scraping, and crawling shape the collection and cu-
ration of datasets.

In addition to controversy mapping, some studies leverage platform af-
fordances, such as hashtags, to identify and analyze online controversies
(Basmechi & Ignatow, 2021; Koteyko et al., 2013; Qiu et al., 2019), while
others employ more traditional ethnographic methods to examine cultural
participation and the content of online discussions (Hendriks et al., 2016;
Olausson, 2018, 2019). A growing body of research combine qualitative and
quantitative methods to study social media comments, also termed ‘qua-
li-quantitative’ (Venturini, 2024; Venturini & Latour, 2009) or ‘big-thick’
digital methods (Bornakke & Due, 2018). Using a similar issue-publics
framework, Birkbak (Birkbak, 2012, 2018) demonstrates how such mixed
methods enrich understanding of public engagement. LCBS builds on
these efforts emphasizing qualitative assessments of digital environments
and adopting an ethnographic stance. Despite comment sections being
highly populated online places for political discussion and civic engage-
ment, there is a lack of methodological tool kits, especially for qualitative
researchers to navigate the dense, yet dispersed infrastructures of com-
ment sections.

SAMPLING STRATEGIES FOR QUALITATIVE “BIG DATA”

The abundance of social media data, for instance in comment sections, pos-
es a key challenge for qualitative research: how to carefully select data with
a sensitivity to both research topic and the vernacular culture of the em-
pirical context? This is both an epistemological and pragmatic issue: epis-
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temological in questioning how knowledge of comment sections is shaped
by methodological choices, and pragmatic in addressing the practicalities
of sampling.

Sampling can take different forms, depending on what it means to rep-
resent. Though also used in qualitative studies today, the term ‘sampling’
originates from statistical research. In statistical research, sampling means
taking out a small subset of a bigger dataset for analysis (Neuman, 2012).
The sample is meant to be representative of the bigger dataset or population
in focus, following different parameters. However, by integrating sampling
into qualitative research, the focus on representativeness has shifted. Here,
the sample is meant to be representative of the phenomenon, rather than
the population (Luker, 2008). One of the common qualitative sampling
strategies deployed is purposive sampling (Flick, 2018; Tracy, 2020). As
the name suggests, purposive sampling is a process of sampling informa-
tion-rich data to accommodate the research focus. There are many different
genres of this sampling strategy, including sampling for extreme, deviant,
critical, or typical cases, or maximal variation in cases (Flick, 2018). What
they all have in common, is that cases or data are sampled with a specific
research intention in mind, which is analytical or theoretical, rather than
representational. In other words, purposive sampling aims to capture sec-
tions of the dataset that can represent the phenomenon of interest for fur-
ther analysis. This implies that the aim is rich inductive analysis rather than
statistical description of a specific demographic. Analysis done through
purposive sampling is therefore not scalable or generalizable. However, as
with most qualitative research, sufficient rich analysis of a phenomenon
can give well-grounded indications of a more general nature.

Sampling becomes especially useful when working in a data-rich en-
vironment such as social media discussion forums or comment sections.
Random sampling is one popular sampling strategy which is, as the name
suggest, intentionally not purposive. However, more purposive sampling
strategies include time, popularity, keyword, and thematic sampling are
some often-used parameters for sampling comments in qualitative or
mixed-methods studies, as the following sections will show. Though this
section lists these sampling strategies as separate, it should be noted that
they can be used in conjunction. The most common pairing is a purposive
selection of a page or a group coupled with random sampling of posts or
comments from the selection (Humprecht et al., 2020; Lowenstein-Barkai,
2022; Nelimarkka et al., 2020).

For studies with a specific timeframe as the object of analysis - for in-
stance, case studies of events - time, or chronology have been used as pa-
rameters for the selection of comments (Hale et al., 2020; Martini, 2018;
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Ronetal., 2020). Here, comments are sampled at predefined time slots (i.e.,
time they are posted). This makes it possible to follow the progression of
discussions over time and account for time differences in cross-national
discussions. The sampling strategy is also used in cases where specific of-
fline events, e.g. the occurrence of many or few violent incidents (Ron et
al., 2020), are important to the study. Similarly, ‘liveliness’ (Marres & Wel-
tevrede, 2013) has been used as a sampling criteria to study how issues are
shifting over time, focusing on topical shifts and thereby emphasizing the
dynamic nature of digital culture.

Fully thematic sampling practices are often used in smaller-scale stud-
ies (Gal, 2019; Hellmueller et al., 2021; Olausson, 2018; Pires et al., 2023).
Here, the researcher selects comments or comment sections that are es-
pecially fitting for the topic, case, or research question. This is often done
after a longer period of immersion in a community, where the researcher
has a good contextual understanding of the field. However, in cases where
longitudinal studies are not possible, or where there is a need for a bigger
pool of data to gather the breadth of opinions on a topic, utilizing digital
tools to sort through the large amount of available data is useful.

Using digital methods, keyword search is often used to sample comments
(B. Chen etal., 2023; Gillett et al., 2023; Harel et al., 2020; Lien, 2022). This
process can be automated by scripts, but keyword search can also be done
by manually searching for keywords using the platform’s user interface,
for example, Facebook’s search bar (Navon & Noy, 2023). This is popularly
done by collecting posts or comments by searching for predefined hashtags
or keywords. Other studies snowball sample keywords by finding keywords
that are often used in conjunction (Borah et al., 2023). Sampling by key-
word is useful when looking for instances where publics discuss a specific
topic and utilize the platform’s affordances of hashtags. However, when
studying discussions in comment sections, only using keywords to con-
struct the corpus of data can easily pull the data away from its context, if
the comment is detached from its comment section and post.

Lastly, an often-used parameter is popularity (Dale et al., 2020;
Humprecht et al.,, 2020; Lowenstein-Barkai, 2022; Rega et al., 2023;
Schlichthorst et al., 2019; Tsichla et al., 2023). Here, studies have used the
number of views (K. Chen et al., 2023), likes (Ahman & Thorén, 2021), or
comments (Naab et al., 2023; Orth et al., 2020) to sample. Popularity can be
an excellent parameter for selecting posts with high engagement. However,
more passive interactions such as likes and views are not always an indica-
tor that something is disputed or discussed, and it does not always give the
most fruitful data for a thematic analysis of comments. Even the number
of comments can be misguiding. Depending on the topic, a large amount of
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stem comments without replies is more an expression of dialogue between
the user and the Facebook page, than direct discussions between users in
long comment branches. Further, this popularity notion equates a high
amount of comments with more discussion or interaction between users
but this simple quantification of data (boyd & Crawford, 2012) is not always
representative of the phenomenon. When interested in attitudes on a top-
ic between people, an attuned version of popularity sampling is therefore
needed. This is not least the case in dispersed, latent, or everyday discus-
sions that might take place across time and space where locating specific
places for discussions proves useful.

Figure 1: Popular sampling methods for social media discussions in comment
sections.

Object of analy-  Scale Automated Limitations
sis/parameters  of study or manual for discussion
for selection analysis
Timeframe Time-sensitive Small-big scale Automated/ Tied to a specific
sampling topic, e.g. an manual point in time,
event sensitive to
events
Thematic Topic/research Small scale Manual Narrow focus, re-
sampling interest quires long-term
field immersion
Keyword Discussions Big scale Automated/ Lack of context,
sampling around a specific manual lack of analytical
keyword, e.g. depth
a hashtag
Popularity ~ The most popu- Small-big scale Automated Not always an
sampling  lated discussions expression of
on a topic dialogue

The following sampling strategy will therefore combine and adapt time-
frame, thematic, keyword, and popularity sampling strategies and use
long comment branches as a specific sampling strategy. The next section
will go through how each of these steps were followed in the case of online
Danish meat controversies. Outcomes are then presented to showcase the
usability of the sampling strategy, and lastly, the contributions and limita-
tions of the strategy are discussed.

To ground the sampling method in empirical case and to showcase its
applicability, LCBS will be introduced through the case of Danish meat re-
duction debates on Facebook. In recent years, the environmental impact
of meat production—specifically its high CO2 emissions—has sparked
significant debate in Denmark, similar to trends in other European coun-
tries. This issue has led to political discussions and initiatives (Ministry
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of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries, 2021), but it has also become a point
of contention among citizens, as food choices affect both individual and
social identities. These debates have the nature of personal or ‘soft’ (Bou-
vier & Way, 2021) politics and are often seen played out online, combining
notions of politics and the everyday. Meat reduction discussions work as
a case for showcasing the LCBS method as it generates controversy and
discussion, but in a dispersed way, meaning that the discussions take place
across sites and comment sections. This fragmentation is characteristic of
“soft” or personal politics on social media (Highfield, 2016, p. 31), where
political conversations are less centralized and more dispersed, happening
in an informal and scattered way. This means that a large amount of data
exists but that the data is not as centralized as has been the case in studies
on hashtag movements or more formalized online campaigns (Basmechi
& Ignatow, 2021; Hautea et al., 2021; Orth et al., 2020). Thus, this kind of
investigation also necessitates more rigorous sampling methods to locate
and open the data for analysis.

INTRODUCING LCBS

LCBS is a platform-specific (Bucher & Helmond, 2017) approach to sam-
pling drawing on concepts from interrelated methods such as digital eth-
nography (Hine, 2000; Pink et al., 2016) and, specifically, netnography
(Kozinets, 2015). In netnography, attention is on both user culture and the
researcher’s embeddedness in the material, seeing research as always sit-
uated. Aligned with netnography, LCBS is a sampling strategy where the
researcher stays close to the empirical field to adapt the methodological
procedures to the vernacular culture in which it operates. Further, with
LCBS the researcher works with and through the data in multiple loops
which is seen as an integral part of the analytical and netnographic pro-
cess as it allows the researcher to access layers of meaning, thus thicken-
ing the data through the sampling process. In the following, I will intro-
duce the different steps of the sampling strategy: selecting pages, locating
comment branches, sorting comments, and batching posts. These will be in-
troduced through the case of meat reduction discussions found on Danish
Facebook pages.

Selecting pages

Data was collected in the form of comment sections from four different
Danish public Facebook pages, here named P1, P2, P3, and P4. The four
pages were chosen to get different views on the topic of meat and meat
reduction as they represent different attitudes towards meat. The four
pages claim to work with sustainability and a more sustainable future, but
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they do so in distinctively different ways. Whereas P2 and P4 are explic-
itly working towards meat reduction or meat alternatives, P1 and P3 see
meat consumption and production as part of the sustainable future and
promote it as such.

The choice of open pages, as opposed to closed or open groups, was also
based on the wish for variation in the sampling universe (Robinson, 2014).
While there are a growing number of vegan or vegetarian groups gathered
in Facebook groups, a similar tendency is not apparent for meat-eaters
though more general food recipe groups do exist. Open pages were pre-
ferred not only for their accessibility but also because they tend to host
a wider range of viewpoints, i.e. variation in opinions. In contrast, groups
often display more ideological uniformity, partly due to stricter entry re-
quirements, such as mandatory questionnaires designed to filter out bots
and trolls. In seeking variation and saturation in perspectives, the study
thus prioritized breadth of content and attitudes. However, given the dis-
persed nature of such discussions, LCBS does not claim to represent all
Facebook venues where these conversations occur. Finally, sampled pages
needed to demonstrate consistent activity (e.g., regular posting) and visi-
ble engagement in the comment sections.

Comments were collected across all four pages from January 2022 to
January 2023. The timeframe of one year was chosen not to focus on spe-
cific events, as often is the case with timeframe sampling, but to focus on
‘everyday discussions’ throughout a year. The larger timeframe broadens
the scope of the study and makes it possible to account not only for spe-
cific discussion-inducing events but to also include the everyday politics
(Highfield, 2016) around the topic of meat reduction. This amounted to
comment sections from 151 posts, 28,940 comments in total. To ensure
sufficient data, comment sections had to meet a minimum comment
threshold based on each page’s general engagement level: P1: min. 30 com-
ments, P2: min. 100 comments, P3: min. 10 comments, P4: min. 20 com-
ments. In addition to the comments, metadata about their corresponding
post was collected.

Locating comment branches

Through initial data immersion (Saldafia, 2013), what I call long comment
branches’ were chosen as the point of entry in data collection. With the
theoretical interest in discussions between users, the data was structured
so that replies to one comment were attached in continuation of the “stem
comment”, resulting in a branch-like data structure. The following example
shows a comment branch with the stem comment (C1) and five replies (C2,
C3, C4, C5,C6)
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Cl: Wow, that movie is stereotypical and pointless. Seriously, nobody sits
around yell-ing for ‘dead animals’ like lunatics.
C2: Have you seen the advertisement for [Danish meat product
manufacturer]?
C3: So, when others make a ridiculous commercial, another
one has to be made, is that how it’s supposed to be under-
stood?
C4: [Name of the previous commenter]. Proselytiz-
ing?? That's exactly what the meat industry has been
doing for years - we're bombarded with meat com-
mercials everywhere. And how do you think vegans
can force their approach to food on you?? You still
have your free will to choose meat/although meat
consump-tion supports animal cruelty and destroys
our planet, we definite-ly shouldn’t be informed
about it...
C5: Satire.
C6: [Name of the previous comment-
er], spot on.

These long threads of replies, or comment branches, are important places
of inquiry, as these are the places where people are directly discussing or
interacting with each other. Identifying long comment branches is there-
fore a way to locate discussions in a different way than traditional popular-
ity sampling. Often, popularity sampling would use the number of com-
ments or reactions per post which can result in a collection of comment
sections where people are only replying to the post and not each other.
Locating long comment branches is, thus, a refined version of popularity
sampling, particularly useful when studying discussions between people.

What qualifies as a long’ comment branch varies by research context,
much like how popularity is relative when based on likes, reactions, or com-
ments. This relativity becomes clearer in the next section, where branches
are sorted by length and relevance to the research topic.

Sorting comments

Considering that not all comments were related to meat discussions in this
large initial collection, further sampling was devised. Drawing on keyword
sampling, the comments were filtered according to the topic of meat. This
process was automated by a script that iterated over each comment and
detected whether it included the word “meat” (including compound words
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con-taining “meat”)". The breadth and number of keywords are case-spe-
cific choices. In this study, using a broad term like “meat” allowed openness
to diverse discussions which is useful for exploring varied issues around
meat. It also avoided preemptively constraining normativity, which is cru-
cial given meat’s contested status in Denmark. In contrast, studies focused
on spe-cific events may use targeted terms, such as events, laws, or actor,
similar to hashtag-based research tied to movements or case tagging.

From this selection, the script listed the ten posts from each page with
the longest comment branches. Note that this sampling was based on key-
words from the comments and not the posts under which they were posted
(see figure 4 for difference between comments and posts). This was chosen
as the research interest was on what people discussed (comment content),
and not necessarily what the four pages discussed or posted (post content).
Though many previous studies using keyword sampling draw on the sam-
pling of hashtags, this was not useful in this case, as hashtags were not
widely used in the discussions. Instead, I queried from the content of the
comments using a broad keyword, such as “meat”. This decision emphasiz-
es the importance of sensitivity towards the vernacular culture of the field
but also establishes that keyword sampling is possible in fields that do not
use hashtags.

Figure 2: Difference between post and comment section.

Lot oman ok W mrat cormectes adgsncng net

Post

- Comment
section

1 Code available: https://osf.io/zg45t/?view_only=dd247c0d167a419794b163{87a7afcdf
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Figure 3: Process of batching posts and coding comments, leading to the most prominent codes.
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Batching posts

As the last step of LCBS, batching posts in themes was used to supple-
ment the automated criterion-based filtering described above. This version
of thematic sampling was done to further ensure that the sampled com-
ments fit with the research interest. Thus, based on the top ten list of long
comment branches that discussed meat, I identified three broader themes
which at least one post per page could be categorized under: time, climate,
and animals. This additional sampling step was crucial due to the broadness
of the keyword “meat.” Unlike the previous script-based comment sorting,
this step was manual and relied on qualitative assessment of recurring post
themes. Thus, it is important to note that batch themes were solely based
on the content of the posts, and not the content of the comments. While
resembling content coding, this step should still be considered a crucial
part of the sampling process, rather than merely data analysis, since it as
a step for circling in on thematically relevant content which can then later
be coded or analyzed otherwise.

Figure 4: Batch information.

Batch nr. and name:  Batch1- Time Batch 2 - Climate Batch 3 - Animals
Posts related to: Changes in dietary Climate, climate Animals, animal
habits, future of eat-  change, actions to welfare, meat pro-
ing, developments fight climate change. ~ duction.
in green agricultural
technology.
Range in nr. of 144-1200 53-427 144-696
comments pr. post:
Total nr. of 1928 837 1253

comments in batch:

Eachbatch included one post from each of the four pages, resulting in 12 posts
with a total of 4018 comments which were sampled for coding. Here, immer-
sion helped gain a more situated understanding of the data, and the insights
gained from this were then used to batch posts by theme. This assures that
the sampled data fits the research interest, in this case, meat discussions.

OUTCOMES OF USING LCBS

Following the batching of posts, all comment sections were coded following
an inductive phronetic approach in two cycles (Tracy, 2020). Whereas the
themes of the batches were based on post content, the codes were induc-
tively developed from the comments. However, there were also codes with
the same name as the batch themes: time, climate, and animals and animal
welfare. Though this is somewhat a duplication of codes, it was needed, as
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discussions in comment sections do not necessarily mirror the post con-
tent, and being able to code for these three themes within the comments
was important to be able to answer the question of what topics are dis-
cussed.

The codes were then compared across post batches to see which themes
were prominent across the batch topics of time, climate, and animals. The
codes animals and animal welfare, agriculture, and comparison to other coun-
tries are core topics discussed in all three batches. Each of the core topics
were in the top five most occurring codes of atleast two of the three batches.

Figure 5: X indicates that the code is one of the five most occurring in the batch.

Code Batch1 Batch 2 Batch 3
Time Climate Animals

Animals and animal welfare X X

Agriculture X X

Comparison to other countries X X

Body and health X

Climate X

Pork X

It should be noted that all three codes (animals and animal welfare, agri-
culture, and comparison to other countries) occurred in all three batches,
but each of them was only one of the five most occurring codes in two of
the batches. Not surprisingly, the batch theme (time, climate, and animals)
was also reflected in which codes were big in the individual batches, as the
batch themes were descriptive of the post contents. However, climate and
time were only prominent codes in the comments of the batches which had
the same theme, whereas animals and animal welfare was not only a big
topic in its corresponding batch, but also in batch 1, and therefore seems to
be a prominent theme in meat discussions more generally.

This way of coding and mapping themes both within and across batches
provides an overview of the most emergent themes in the data. Howev-
er, other codes were only prominent in one batch, such as body and health
(Batch 1), climate (Batch 2), and pork (Batch 3). This underlines that while
some topics seem to be remarkable in many meat discussions, other themes
of discussion are more specific to posts. In this way, LCBS makes it possi-
ble to differentiate what themes of discussion are tied to specific posts and
what themes are significant across posts, and maybe even across contexts.
Further, LCBS is a way to locate important places of inquiry, i.e., where dis-
cussions are happening, by identifying long and relevant comment branch-
es. Therefore, LCBS is a strategy to uncover where discussions are taking

AMALIE SCHEEL



place as well as what themes are being discussed within the comment sec-
tions. These kinds of situation-specific maps (Clarke, 2003) could be a field
of inquiry to further study how online discussions play out on a particular
topic, in a particular time, and in particular online spaces.

CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS OF LCBS

Though LCBS was implemented in the case of meat discussions across four
public Danish Facebook pages, the strategy is useful across cases on social
media as the strategy is not case-specific, but specific to comment sections
on social media platforms. In other words, it is dependent on the struc-
ture of the data, rather than the content of the data. This means that the
sampling strategy also opens for comparative studies across platforms with
similar data formats, such as comment sections on Instagram, reddit, and
TikTok.

The sampling strategy proposed in this article is operating in the space
between digital methods working with big data and digital ethnography
working with thick description. As with other methods that ‘borrow’ from
different methodologies, particularly when navigating the space between
‘big’ and ‘small’ data, LCBS also has limitations. The results gained from
working with this strategy will not be generalizable or representational of
a demographic, as is the case with statistically sampled data studies. The
fieldwork will also not provide as exhaustive knowledge about the research
participants, or rather, the commenters, as would be the case with long-
term ethnographic fieldwork (Hine, 2015). However, the sampling strategy
provides extensive knowledge about discussions on a specific issue across
contexts. Though never completely detached from the people, the content
of users’ internet behavior, their comments, can be useful in constructing
knowledge and building theory about a cultural phenomenon, in this case
attitudes towards meat and meat reduction. Further, it provides knowledge
on discussions happening across posts or contexts. This is important as the
social media landscape is, by many, experienced as an ecology (Madianou
& Miller, 2013) where people move between platforms, pages, and other
infrastructural elements (Gammelby & Markham, 2018). Though this ar-
ticle only scratches the surface of the different themes of discussion, the
strategy would also be useful for theory generation following a traditional
grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Thus,
LCBS is a tool that can be utilized by a variety of fields studying content,
communities, and controversies on social media. Thanks to its flexibility
and emphasis on data structure over content alone, this sampling strategy
can be applied in cross-platform studies which is a valuable feature giv-
en that issue publics often span multiple platforms. Future research could
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adapt LCBS accordingly to gain broader insights into issue publics and re-
flect today’s complex media ecologies.

However, one important note when implementing this strategy is the im-
portance of the researcher knowing their data well. Tempting, and time-sav-
ing, as it is, filtering should not go before data immersion (Kozinets, 2015,
p. 278). Data immersion is an important part of developing a sense of “what
is going on” in the field. Further, and important for this sampling strategy,
it also provides important hints about the data structure for the specific
research topic. Are there a few, very long comment branches? Or are they
smaller and more dispersed? Are some posts or pages especially theoreti-
cally or analytically fruitful? These are important questions to ask before
starting the automated filtering process. Following the iterations of LCBS
combined with constant data immersion can be a more tactical way for the
qualitative researcher to make sense of their (big) data. Data immersion,
together with the constant focus on content, ensure a close connection be-
tween data and researcher, which is key in qualitative research. Develop-
ing automated scripts to filter the data can lead to an embodied feeling of
disconnect between researcher and data, but by theming batches of posts,
the cultural context of the data is maintained. After all, working with data
is inherently subjective (boyd & Crawford, 2012, p. 667) and though LCBS
sees the data within its context of post and page, this is, of course, not the
only cultural context the data should be seen in, meaning other ways of
thickening the data can be needed (Latzko-Toth et al., 2017), such as inter-
views or other direct interactions with users.

CONCLUSION

This article has presented the notion of long comment branch sampling
as a sampling strategy for studying online discussions through comment
sections. Combining tools from popular sampling strategies in qualitative
social media research, the article presents a novel sampling strategy, par-
ticularly useful for social media discussions in thread-like data formats.
More specifically, this combines selecting pages, locating long comment
branches as places of inquiry, filtering and sorting the comment branches
using digital methods, and lastly, batching posts in themes. This process
makes it possible to locate and sample the most thematically rich places
of discussion and thus becomes a way to study issue publics in a culturally
situated way. This sampling strategy can be seen as a multi-cycle and iter-
ative process where the researcher works with the data through several
loops of selection, collection, sorting, and batching. These iterations should
not be seen as separate but rather as integral parts of the analysis of the
data, and they entail repeated data immersion. This interlacing of digital
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ethnography and digital methods is, therefore, a way to “thicken” (Latzko-
Toth et al., 2017) data, and to go beyond infrastructural traces to gain a cul-
turally situated understanding of discussions taking place on social media.
The sampling strategy contributes with a set of practical steps for sampling
theoretically rich places of discussion within comment sections. Just like
other qualitative or ethnographic methods have been adapted to the em-
pirical field of social media, LCBS is one way of trying to creatively adjust
qualitative sampling strategies to fit the online environment, culture, and
infrastructure, crucial to the field of internet research.
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