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Dear SComS readers,

While our journal enjoys increasing recog
nition by international readers and au
thors, it also remains a vital forum for Swiss 
communication and media studies. The 
current issue testifies to this attachment, 
as it includes research from universi ties in 
Switzerland’s German, French, and Ital
ianspeaking parts. 

The General Section opens with two 
ar ticles addressing the micro level of in 
person communication and the macro 
le vel of massmediated discourses in the 
pub lic sphere. In the first article, Jonathan 
Gruber, Eszter Hargittai, and Minh Hao 
Nguyen from the University of Zurich in
vestigate the value of facetoface commu
nication in a world where digital communi
cation technologies are omnipresent. The 
researchers draw on survey data collected 
in the U. S. when the first COVID19relat
ed lockdown limited inperson interac
tions. They use this opportunity to study 
what people value in facetoface interac
tions, as this likely becomes more salient 
to people when inperson interactions 
are less available. Their results show that 
most people missed elements of faceto
face interaction, such as the special value 
of spontaneous conversation and physical 
closeness. The study also sheds light on 
which modes of digital communication 
seem to compensate for the lack of face
toface interactions better than others.

In their study, “Bad guy or good guy? 
The framing of an imam,” Regula Hänggli 
and Noemi Trucco from the University of 

Fribourg retrace the temporal and social 
dynamics of a framing process in the Swiss 
news media from 2015 to 2019. Through a 
qualitative content analysis of the cover
age in Swiss newspapers and public broad
casting websites in German and French, 
the authors find six different frames in the 
coverage of imam Bekim Alimi, including 
“bridgebuilder,” “trustbuilder,” “deceiv
er,” “radical imam,” “influential imam,” 
and “responsible Swiss citizen.” Hänggli 
and Trucco also identify two critical events 
that influential actors seized to impose 
their frame on the debate. However, the 
co ve r age remained diverse and resisted 
es calation, owing partly, in this case, to the 
neu trality of local journalism as the au
thors suggest.

The Thematic Section is dedicated to 
the Changing Communication of Higher 
Education Institutions. A growing body of 
literature sheds light on how these pivot
al organizations conduct public relations 
and engage in science communication. 
However, scant research has been con
ducted on how the communication of 
universities has developed over time and 
changed as a result of transformations 
in higher education and the media land
scape. The contributions in this Thematic 
Section address this gap in research, pre
senting and discussing findings based on 
diverse methods, including standardized 
online surveys, semistructured inter
views, content analysis, and critical dis
course analysis. The guest editors Silke 
Fürst, Daniel Vogler, Isabel Sörensen, and 
Mike S. Schäfer introduce the five arti
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cles assembled in the Thematic Section 
and reflect on three overarching themes 
to which the articles contribute: the im
pact of digital media, centralized and de
centralized structures of communication, 
and dysfunctional effects in the commu
nication of higher education institutions. 
These themes come with a focus on the 
past decade. However, the invited essay 
by Hans Peter Peters also sheds light on 
de vel opments since the 1980s, while the 
guest editors outline major changes in 
uni versity communication since the late 
19th century. 

Three studies in this Thematic Sec
tion were published online first and alto
gether have already been seen more than 
1000 times (abstract views) and downloa
ded around 500 times during the past 
three months. These figures underline the 
impor tance of advance online publica
tions, which SComS introduced in 2020.

In the Community Section, we have 
the honor of featuring a summary of Rana 
Arafat’s dissertation – this year’s winner of 
the Dissertation Award from the Swiss As
sociation of Communication and Media 
Research (SACM). The SACM Disserta
tion Award honors the best PhD thesis in 
communication and media research com
pleted at a Swiss university or by a Swiss 
researcher. Rana Arafat’s dissertation was 
completed at the Università della Svizzera 
italiana (USI) and is entitled “Rethinking 
digital media use for diasporic political 
participation: An investigation into jour
nalism advocacy, digital activism, and 
democratic divides.” It develops a novel 
understanding of the concept of Hybrid 
Diasporic Public Sphere by employing four 
qualitative research methods and examin
ing three groups of Arab diasporic exiles: 
journalists, activists, and ordinary refu
gees. The rich empirical studies show how 
the digital practices of these three groups 
of diasporic exiles are highly interactive, 
overlapping, and complementary in aim
ing to mobilize political change in their 
homelands. By adopting a comparative 
perspective, the dissertation reveals that 
their digitally empowered collaborations 
blur boundaries between their normative 
role distinctions, thereby creating new 

inter changing political logics, norms, and 
practices. Congratulations to Rana Arafat 
for this outstanding achievement! We in
vite the SComS readers to read the sum
mary of her excellent cumulative thesis.

The Community Section also includes 
a report with political implications for 
Swiss research and teaching in general and 
our discipline in particular. Quirin Ryffel, 
Sarah Marschlich, Silke Fürst, and Stefanie 
Thai organized a panel discussion at the 
2022 SACM conference in Zurich and dis
cussed the need and measures to create 
more permanent positions with represen
tatives from SNSF, SAGW, VAUZ, Petition 
Academia, professorate at the University 
of Zurich and USI as well as with a large 
number of panel participants. The discus
sion was informed by preliminary results 
from a recent study on the working condi
tions of young communication scholars in 
Switzerland and highlighted several rea
sons for inducing a systemic change. Next 
to fighting the precarious working condi
tions and insecure prospects of young re
searchers, such change is about ensuring 
that the Swiss university system promotes 
thorough and innovative research and 
at tracts highquality researchers. While 
there are manifold arguments for creating 
more permanent positions beyond pro
fessorships, these arguments must appeal 
to those actors who are responsible and 
have decisionmaking power. The authors 
emphasize the need to continue discuss
ing the issue and advocating for improved 
working conditions and prospects for se
cure employment.

In our Review Section, Roger Blum 
discusses the book “L’autodisciplina del
la professione giornalistica in Svizzera 
(1972–2022)” by Enrico Morresi (The self 
regulation of the journalistic profession in 
Switzerland). Blum emphasizes the over
view of the Swiss Press Council’s rulings 
as a major contribution of this book to 
the state of the literature. He particularly 
praises the depth of field that Morresi cov
ers, including 300 cases and a selection of 
1600 statements.

As the year draws to a close, 2022 is 
al ready being “wrapped” by social me
dia and staged in televised retrospectives.  
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On our side, we are now ready to give you 
a complete overview of what has become 
of last year’s scholarly seed (i. e., the man
uscripts submitted in 2021). Table 1 shows 
an increase in submissions from 42 in 2020 
to 50 in 2021. The acceptance rate for all 
submitted manuscripts in 2021 was 36 %, 
which rose to 69 % for those that crossed 
the threshold of a desk reject. Most desk re
jects were due to a lacking fit to the themat
ic focus and scope of SComS or a low gen
eral quality, that is, the manuscripts did not 
meet our scientific standards. In contrast 
to 2020, no cases of plagiarism were detect
ed among the submitted manuscripts.

The two Thematic Sections in 2021, 
“Vi s i b ility in the Digital Age” (ed. by Cor
nelia Brantner & Helena Stehle) and “Criti
cal Perspectives on Migration in Discourse 
and Communication” (ed. by Dimitris Ser
afis, Jolanta Drzewiecka, & Sara Greco), re
ceived a total of 12 full paper submissions 
(not counting prior abstract submissions). 
Most of these passed the doubleblind peer 
review process and have been published.

The growth in submissions to SComS 
was accompanied by an exponential in
crease in total downloads of articles, from 
nearly 5500 downloads in 2019 and around 
10 500 in 2020 to 22 000 downloaded arti
cles in 2021. In addition to these down
loads on the HOPE openaccess platform, 
SComS is also read in the printed edition 
created by Seismo Press.

The editorial processing of the in
creasing number of submissions to SComS 
would not be possible without the engage
ment and thorough work of the reviewers. 
We sincerely thank all the reviewers who 
reviewed manuscripts in 2021 and sup
ported authors by providing detailed feed
back and constructive suggestions: Minoo 
Alemi, Stuart Allan, Corina Andone, Stavros 
Assimakopoulos, Johannes Beckert, Sam
uel Bennett, Emma van Bijnen (2), Corne
lia Brantner, Ruth Breeze, Michael Brüg
gemann, Patrick Donges, Jakob Moritz 
Eberl, Birte Fähnrich, Stefan Geiss, Marco 
Giugni, Jörg Hassler, Beatriz Herrero, Dag
mar Hoffmann, Marina Joubert, Carmen 
Koch, Mari Korpela, Anna Sophie Küm
pel, Matthias Künzler, Christine Lohmeier, 
Melanie Magin, Jörg Matthes, Christine 
Meltzer, Julia Metag, Teresa K. Naab (2), 
Rudi Palmieri, Christina Peter, Carlo Rai
mondo, Mike S. Schäfer, Svenja Schäfer, 
Markus Schäfer, Johanna Schäwel, Anna 
Schorn, Christian Schwarzenegger, Dan
iel Süss, Barbara Thomaß, Josef Trappel, 
Daniel Vogler (2), Gerhard Vowe, Hartmut 
Wessler, Nina Wicke, Dominique Stefanie 
Wirz, Antal Wozniak, Maria Xenitidou, and 
Thomas Zerback.

We hope you will enjoy reading this 
issue.

Thilo von Pape, Silke Fürst,  
and Mike Meißner

Table 1: Submissions to SComS and editorial decisions in 2021, compared to 2020

Submissions  
(full paper)

Acceptance Rejection  
after review

Regular  
desk rejection

Desk rejection  
due to plagiarism

Total 2021 50 18 8 24 0

General Section 38 8 6 24 0

Thematic Sections 12 10 2 0 0

Total 2020 42 18 7 15 2

General Section 33 11 6 15 1

Thematic Sections 9 7 1 0 1
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The value of face-to-face communication in the digital world:  
What people miss about in-person interactions when those are  
limited

Jonathan Gruber*, Eszter Hargittai, Minh Hao Nguyen
University of Zurich, Department of Communication and Media Research IKMZ, Switzerland

*Corresponding author: j.gruber@ikmz.uzh.ch 

Abstract
Face-to-face communication is important for building and maintaining relationships. The COVID-19 pandem-
ic led to severe limitations in people’s face-to-face interactions, resulting in most people relying more heavily 
on digital communication for social connection. Existing research has contributed to the understanding of 
how face-to-face communication is used alongside digital communication. However, we know little about 
what elements of face-to-face interactions people miss especially when in-person meetings are heavily 
reduced, and how this is related to their use of digital communication for social connection. In this study, 
we draw upon survey data that we collected in spring 2020 from a national sample of U. S. adults to answer 
these questions. We find that most people missed elements of face-to-face interactions and particularly 
valued spontaneous interactions, physical closeness, and independence from technology about in-person 
interactions. More frequent and increasing use of popular digital modes such as voice calls, video calls, text 
messages, and social media were all positively related to missing face-to-face communication. Our results 
contribute to the understanding of the role and value of in-person interactions in a digital world.

Keywords
interpersonal communication, face-to-face communication, digital communication, computer-mediated 
com mu nication, social interaction, survey, COVID-19, U. S.

https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2022.03.3340
© 2022, the authors. This work is licensed under the “Creative Commons Attribution – 
NonCommercial – NoDerivatives 4.0 International” license (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).

1 Introduction 

Face-to-face communication is an im-
portant part of building and maintaining 
relationships (Baym, Zhang, & Lin, 2004; 
Caughlin & Wang, 2019; Cummings, But-
ler, & Kraut, 2002), which in turn are vi-
tal for people’s well-being (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2014; 
Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010; Shor, 
Roelfs, & Yogev, 2013). In countries of the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), people spend 
(pre-COVID experiences), on average, six 
hours per week in social interactions (e. g., 
talking or going out) with family members 
and friends as a primary activity (exclud-
ing interactions that occur in conjunction 
with other activities such as working or 
studying; OECD iLibrary, 2021). But can 
face-to-face communication be replaced 
by digital communication? 

Considerable existing research has 
contributed to the understanding of how 
digital communication is used alongside 
face-to-face (F2F) interactions (Baym, 
2015; Cummings et al., 2002; Haythornth-
waite & Kendall, 2010; Kujath, 2010; Lars-
en, Urry, & Axhausen, 2008; Wellman, 
Quan-Haase, & Harper, 2020). The con-
sensus from this work is that digital com-
munication cannot replace F2F commu-
nication, but offers an alternative and a 
complementary way for social interaction. 
However, apart from theoretical concepts, 
such as the “cues-filtered-out paradigm”, 
which explains the differences between 
F2F and digital communication based 
on the amount of social cues transmit-
ted (Baym, 2015; Daft & Lengel, 1986), we 
know surprisingly little about what it is 
exactly that people value in F2F interac-
tions, and how this relates to people’s use 
of digital communication modes. Yet, this 

mailto:j.gruber@ikmz.uzh.ch
http://www.seismoverlag.ch
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information is relevant as it helps under-
stand the current limitations in (i. e., what 
can digital communication not replace 
when it comes to F2F communication?) 
and potential future developments of digi-
tal communication (i. e., how could future 
digital communication better replace F2F 
communication?). Against the backdrop 
of the growing popularity, variety, and de-
pendence on digital communication tech-
nologies, this study generates fresh insight 
into what people value about face-to-face 
communication in the digital age.

In spring 2020, the COVID-19 pan-
demic resulted in F2F interactions be-
ing severely restricted with many people 
having to rely on digital communication 
methods for much of their social connec-
tions (Elmer, Mepham, & Stadtfeld, 2020; 
Nguyen et al., 2020, 2022). This presented 
an opportunity to study what people value 
in F2F interactions, as this likely becomes 
more salient to people when in-person in-
teractions are less available. We also took 
this opportunity to study how missing 
certain elements of F2F communication 
relates to people’s use of digital commu-
nication (i. e., video calls, voice calls, text 
messages, email, social media, online 
games). In this paper, we draw on survey 
data we collected from a national sample 
of U. S. adults during the early months of 
the pandemic to answer these questions. 
At the time of our study (May 4–9, 2020), 
most U. S. states had enacted physical 
distancing guidelines and stay-at-home 
orders with only 4.3 percent of the popu-
lation living in states without such policies 
(Hauck, Gelles, Bravo, & Thorson, 2020; 
Moreland et al., 2020; Wikipedia, 2021). 

2 The role of F2F and digital com-
munication in social interactions

Some researchers have highlighted F2F 
communication as the benchmark for 
ideal interpersonal communication (see 
Baym, 2015 for a review). With F2F com-
munication, people are co-located and 
can see and hear each other speaking, 
the interaction partners can observe fa-
cial expressions and body language, and 

there is a high degree of synchronicity. 
During in-person interactions people can 
have eye contact and can see where oth-
er people are looking, as well as physically 
touch and smell each other (Chandler & 
Munday, 2020; Hantula, Kock, D’Arcy, & 
DeRosa, 2011, p. 343). Thus, in this study, 
we define F2F communication as social 
interactions where people are co-pres-
ent. A long tradition of scholarly work has 
studied the differences between F2F and 
mediated communication, highlighting 
that F2F interactions are where most so-
cial cues (i. e., both verbal and non-verbal) 
can be communicated and thereby allow 
the most effective and satisfying way of 
interacting (Daft & Lengel, 1984; Walther, 
1992). Investigating pairs of young female 
friends in the U. S., one study found that 
participants had the strongest bonding ex-
perience and conveyed the most affiliation 
cues in F2F communication, followed by 
voice and video chat, and the least in text 
communication (Sherman, Michikyan, & 
Greenfield, 2013). 

In the last decades, literature has 
emerged that offers a different perspec-
tive on why people use different commu-
nication channels, complementing the 
cues-filtered-out-paradigm (Baym, 2015). 
The concept of affordances describes 
how people interact with technology by 
focusing on the possible actions that a 
technology enables a user to do (Evans, 
Pearce, Vitak, & Treem, 2017). Studying 
the perceived social affordances of com-
munication channels, Fox and McEwan 
(2017) described certain disadvantages of 
F2F communication compared to digital 
communication channels. Participants 
perceived F2F communication as less ac-
cessible, as allowing for less control over 
their conversations, and as not being 
persistent. Unlike in the cues-filtered-out 
paradigm, F2F communication is not de-
scribed here as fundamentally superior to 
digital communication, but is considered 
to have both weaknesses and strengths.

In the 21st century, most people use a 
mix of in-person and mediated communi-
cation to interact with others (Baym, 2015; 
Hall, 2020; Haythornthwaite, 2005; Larsen 
et al., 2008; Wellman et al., 2020). In recent 
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years, research has especially focused on 
how digital communication affects F2F 
communication and the implications this 
has for social interactions and well-be-
ing (Grieve, Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & 
Marrington, 2013; Kross et al., 2013; Sub-
rahmanyam, Frison, & Michikyan, 2020). 
Work has noted that even with the rise of 
communication technologies, F2F inter-
actions have remained an important way 
of socially connecting (Baym et al., 2004; 
Caughlin & Wang, 2019; Flaherty, Pearce, & 
Rubin, 1998; Gonzales, 2014; Hall, 2018; 
Sherman et al., 2013). In March 2020, with 
Coronavirus cases surging and guidelines 
for physical distancing imposed (Muccari, 
Chow, & Murphy, 2021), the Pew Research 
Center asked a representative sample of 
U. S. adults whether – given the recom-
mended distancing guidelines – they be-
lieved they could replace many of their 
everyday face-to-face interactions with 
the Internet or phone (Anderson & Vogels, 
2020). The majority (64 %) responded that 
while the Internet and phones could be 
useful means for communication during 
COVID-19, they could not completely re-
place everyday F2F interactions.

Some research suggests that comput-
er-mediated interactions can be as helpful 
as F2F interactions in certain situations 
and are sometimes even preferred to 
in-person meetings (Fox & McEwan, 2017; 
Gonzales, 2014; Litt, Zhao, Kraut, & Burke, 
2020; Thulin, 2018). In a mixed-methods 
study from researchers at Facebook that 
included qualitative analysis of open-end-
ed questions with 4632 people from the 
United States, India, and Japan in 2018, 
participants reported on their most re-
cent social interaction (Litt et al., 2020). 
Results indicated that computer-mediat-
ed interactions can be just as meaningful 
as F2F interactions. One study found that 
text-based interactions (i. e., texts, emails, 
Facebook interactions) had a positive ef-
fect on self-esteem, while F2F interactions 
had only a marginally significant effect 
(Gonzales, 2014). Research has also shown 
that people with lower self-esteem tended 
to use email rather than F2F communica-
tion in four hypothetical communication 
scenarios (Joinson, 2004). Additionally, 

although preferring in-person meetings 
in some situations, people reported dis-
closing more personal information in text 
messages and phone calls (Gonzales, 2014; 
Thulin, 2018).

Instead of comparing F2F and com-
puter-mediated communication, and 
putting them in competition with each 
other, some researchers have theorized 
(Calhoun, 1998; Haythornthwaite, 2005) 
and empirically tested how these different 
communication means are used togeth-
er to build and maintain social relations 
(Mesch, 2009; Ruppel, Burke, & Cherney, 
2018; Wellman et al., 2020). For instance, 
polymedia theory argues that the selec-
tion and combination of available com-
munication means between people is 
influenced by the nature of the specific 
relationship (Madianou & Miller, 2013). 
Media multiplexity (Haythornthwaite, 
2002, 2005) suggests that the closer a rela-
tionship the more communication modes 
people use to interact with each other 
(e. g., F2F communication, text messages, 
voice calls, video calls). This is illustrated 
by a study that showed how constant con-
nectivity – through a mix of F2F and digital 
communication technologies – positive-
ly affected romantic partners’ well-being 
(Taylor & Bazarova, 2021). Other research 
has found that voice and phone calls are 
mostly used to interact with close social 
ties whom people know well and often see 
face-to-face (Jin & Park, 2010; Kim, Kim, 
Park, & Rice, 2007; Tawiah, Nondzor, & 
Alhaji, 2014; Thulin, 2018). People coor-
dinate and plan activities relying on voice 
calls, text messaging, and email (Larsen 
et al., 2008; Ling & Lai, 2016; Thulin, 2018). 
An early study of the relationship between 
offline and online social ties in Los Ange-
les suggested that people who were more 
involved in an offline community were 
also more likely to be socially active online 
(Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 2002). Subsequent 
studies supported this finding, showing 
that the more socially active people are, 
the more they communicate online and 
offline (Baym et al., 2004; Dienlin, Ma-
sur, & Trepte, 2017; Jin & Park, 2010, 2013). 

Together, these studies show that F2F 
communication has continued to play a 
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vital role in social relationships alongside 
computer-mediated communication. In-
stead of F2F communication being re-
placed by online communication, the two 
complement each other and are used in 
comparable ways to maintain and devel-
op social relations (Flaherty et al., 1998; 
Wang & Wellman, 2010; Yau & Reich, 2018). 
However, what happens when F2F inter-
actions are suddenly severely limited, like 
during the COVID-19 lockdowns, and peo-
ple are left to rely more heavily on digital 
communication to connect with people 
in their networks? What exactly do people 
end up missing about F2F interactions in 
this situation and are certain characteris-
tics of F2F communication missed more 
than others? 

Unlike previous studies that have 
merely compared a unidimensional mea-
sure of F2F communication with digital 
communication modes, we aim to extend 
the current literature by diving deeper into 
the specific elements that make F2F com-
munication valuable to people. Moreover, 
we examine how missing certain elements 
of F2F interactions relate to one’s use of 
different digital communication methods. 
As such, we address the following research 
question:

 › RQ: What did people miss about F2F in-
teractions during the initial COVID-19 
pandemic lockdowns?

3 How digital communication  
can compensate for missing F2F 
interactions

Digital communication encompasses a 
wide range of options including video 
calls, voice calls, text messaging, email, 
social media, and online games. Research 
has shown that people rely on one or the 
other depending on their circumstanc-
es (e. g., private or work-related contexts; 
Baym et al., 2004; Ling & Lai, 2016; Lufkin, 
2018; Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2012; Rad-
icati Group, 2017), their reasons for com-
munication (e. g., disclosing personal in-
formation, coordinating meetings, sharing 
information, hanging out, browsing infor-

mation; Buhler, Neustaedter, & Hillman, 
2013; Cui, 2016; Gonzales, 2014; Larsen 
et al., 2008; Lin & Lu, 2011; Thulin, 2018), 
and their interlocutor (e. g., close ties or 
weak ties; Kim et al., 2007; Kirk, Sellen, & 
Cao, 2010; Ling & Lai, 2016). When face-to-
face communication is less possible, these 
digital means might have to make up for 
missing F2F interactions. 

Existing research has focused espe-
cially on how digital communication is 
used to maintain social relations in situa-
tions where friends and relatives are geo-
graphically dispersed (Baym et al., 2004; 
Buhler et al., 2013; Nedelcu & Wyss, 2016; 
Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2012; Yang, 
Brown, & Braun, 2014) and some work has 
explored the same questions in the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Elmer et al., 
2020; Hall, Pennington, & Holmstrom, 
2021; Nguyen et al., 2022). While digital 
communication cannot replace the physi-
cal closeness of in-person meetings, it can 
help physically distant people feel as if they 
are together in the same place (Nedelcu & 
Wyss, 2016). For example, people use vid-
eo calls despite technical limitations and 
challenges to watch TV (e. g., synchronize 
watching something simultaneously), 
share meals, hang out, and celebrate birth-
days (Buhler et al., 2013; Kirk et al., 2010; 
Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2012). People 
play online games together with friends 
to maintain their relationships (Domahi-
di, Breuer, Kowert, Festl, & Quandt, 2018; 
Liu & Yang, 2016; Williams et al., 2006). In a 
study about the social lives of online game 
players, one participant said in an inter-
view about their gaming experience with a 
friend: “Since we can’t golf, we WoW [play 
World of Warcraft]” (Williams et al., 2006, 
p. 351). Additionally, when not physically 
together, people use text messages (Cui, 
2016) and social media (Thulin, 2018) 
to share experiences from everyday life 
to maintain constant awareness of their 
peers. Such studies suggest that people 
who use digital communication modes 
like voice calls, video calls, text messages, 
or online games more frequently to inter-
act with people in their networks and share 
experiences might be less likely to miss 
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F2F interactions when those are limited. 
This leads to the following hypothesis:

 › H: People who use digital communica-
tion modes (i. e., voice calls, video calls, 
text messages, email, online games) 
more frequently to interact with people 
in their networks are less likely to miss 
F2F interactions during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

4 Data and methods

We administered a survey to adults 18+ 
in the United States from May 4–9, 2020 
(N = 1551) to address the above-stated re-
search question and hypothesis. We con-
tracted with the online survey firm Cint, 
which uses a double opt-in procedure to 
recruit participants to its national panel. 
We implemented quotas for age, gender, 
education level, and region to ensure a 
diverse sample. The respondents received 
financial compensation for their partici-
pation in the survey. We included atten-
tion-check questions and the 1551 re-
spondents reflect those that satisfied the 
attention criteria.

4.1 Measures
In this section we describe our dependent, 
independent, and control variables used 
in the logistic regressions to answer the 
research question and test the hypothesis.

4.1.1 Dependent variables
Our dependent variable captures what 
people missed about F2F communication. 
To construct this survey question, we re-
lied a) on prior literature about the char-
acteristics of F2F communication; and b) 
a pilot study in April 2020 of twenty young 
adults who were living under physical dis-
tancing guidelines due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Guided by previous literature, 
we formulated items based on the fact 
that during in-person interactions people 
are co-located and can see and hear each 
other speaking, the interaction partners 
can observe facial expressions and body 
language, and there is a high degree of 
synchronicity. During in-person interac-

tions people can also have eye contact and 
can see where other people are looking, 
as well as physically touch and smell each 
other (Chandler & Munday, 2020; Hantula 
et al., 2011, p. 343). In the pilot study we 
asked people: “What do you currently miss 
about social interactions?” The answers 
included comments such as: “What I miss 
the most from offline interaction is the 
physical closeness and the shared activity. 
I’d rather go out and drink a coffee with my 
best friend to share a special and unique 
moment with her, instead of just talking 
through the phone.” Another discussant 
said: “Personally, as [...] 95 % of my conver-
sations are in Italian (which is my mother 
tongue), my behavior when I talk tends to 
be very theatrical and I gesticulate a lot. 
Even though there is the possibility of vid-
eo-calling each other, I still can’t express 
myself in a satisfactory way.” From these 
responses, we drafted several more survey 
items. 

The final question asked: “During 
the Coronavirus pandemic, many people 
have reduced or completely stopped face-
to-face social interaction with those not 
in their household. Have you missed any 
of the following about face-to-face social 
interactions with people who do not live 
in your household? Check all that ap-
ply.”1 Answers were: “physical closeness,” 
“non-verbal communication,” “having 
spontaneous conversations,” “having 
conver sations without the use of digital 
technology,” “the convenience of having 
conversations without too much effort,” 
“none of the above, because I still see 
people face-to-face outside of the house-
hold,” and “none of the above, I don’t miss 
these things even though I don’t go out as 
much.” We created dummy variables for 
each of these (0 = no; 1 = yes), and also cre-
ated a summary dummy variable indicat-
ing whether someone had missed any el-
ements of F2F interactions (1 vs. none = 0).

We also gave participants the oppor-
tunity to indicate other things they missed 
about F2F interactions, by including the 
answer option “Something else, please 

1 The survey used underlining rather than ita-
lics for emphasis throughout the instrument.
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specify.” We received 14 responses and 
recoded three responses as missing phys-
ical closeness, as this was exactly what 
respondents indicated (e. g., hugs). Seven 
responses described activities related to 
F2F which we had measured separately in 
another item (i. e., the control variable “so-
cial activities”). As such, we did not recode 
these responses. Finally, four responses 
were without meaning and we recoded 
them as missing values (e. g., “I don’t talk 
to people if I’m out”).

4.1.2 Independent variables 
Our independent variables are people’s 
frequency of and changes in digital com-
munication. To measure frequency of dig-
ital communication, we asked: “Since the 
Coronavirus pandemic, how often have 
you used the following methods to com-
municate with friends and family who do 
not live in your household? Do not include 
work-related communication.” Partici-
pants answered this using a 4-point scale 
ranging from “daily / almost daily” to “nev-
er” for six digital communication meth-
ods: voice calls, video calls, text messages 
(through any messaging app), email, social 
media, and online games. We recoded this 
into a continuous variable with midpoint 
daily values reflecting the frequency per 
week (daily / almost daily = 6.5, few times 
a week = 3, less than weekly = 0.5, and nev-
er = 0). 

We also asked participants, whether 
they had changed their communication 
frequency: “Compared to before the Coro-
navirus pandemic, has your communica-
tion with friends and family who do not live 
in your household increased, decreased or 
remained the same for these methods? Do 
not include work-related communication.” 
We recoded the answer options “more,” 
“about the same,” and “less” into a bina-
ry variable, indicating whether someone 
increased their communication (“more”) 
versus not (“about the same” and “less”).

4.1.3 Control variables
Sociodemographics. We measured age by 
asking about birth year. For gender, op-
tions included male, female, other; since 
no one picked the latter category, we cre-

ated a 0 (male) and 1 (female) dummy. We 
measured race and ethnicity mirroring 
how the U. S. Census approaches it: by first 
asking if people are of Hispanic or Latino 
descent and then what race(s) they consid-
er themselves to be, including White, Black 
or African American, Asian, American In-
dian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander, and / or other. We recoded 
these into mutually exclusive dummy vari-
ables pooling American Indian, Alaska Na-
tive, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander 
into one group due to their low numbers 
and similar social status. People indicated 
their educational level (recoded into com-
pleted high school or less, attended some 
college, completed college or more), annu-
al household income (13 category ranges 
from less than US$ 10 000 to US$ 200 000 
or more, recoded into midpoint values) 
and metropolitan status (recoded into 
three dummy variables: rural, suburban, 
and urban).

Living alone. To control for the extent 
to which respondents had the opportunity 
for F2F interactions within their house-
hold, we asked participants whether they 
lived together with other adults or with 
children (under 18 years of age). From 
these, we created a dummy variable re-
flecting whether participants lived alone 
or with other people.

Social activities. To account for the 
extent to which people had F2F interac-
tions with people outside their household 
during COVID-19 lockdowns, we relied on 
a survey item measuring why people had 
left their home in the past two weeks. The 
answer options included the following so-
cial activities: “meeting with friends,” “at-
tending religious services,” “going to the 
movies,” “theater or a concert,” “going to a 
bar or café,” and “going out for beauty and 
care services.” Having picked any of the 
listed activities is signaled with a dummy 
variable in the analyses indicating partici-
pation in optional social activities.

Going to work. We also controlled for 
whether people had left their home to 
go to work in the past two weeks, as the 
workplace could be a potential location 
for face-to-face interactions and might 
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influence whether people miss F2F inter-
actions.

4.2 Sample characteristics
When asked what they missed about F2F 
interactions, 142 (9.2 %) people picked the 
following answer: “None of the above, be-
cause I still see people face-to-face outside 
of the household.” Since these people do 
not meet our criterion for having limited 
in-person interactions we dropped them 
from our analyses. Men and people of 
lower income were more likely to give this 
response. We also dropped all cases that 
were missing on F2F interactions measure 
since it was our key question of interest 
(N = 17). Of the remaining 1392 partici-
pants, slightly more than half were female 

(55.4 %) and on average 47 years old 
(SD = 17.0) (Table 1). The majority of the 
participants (68.6 %) identified as White, 
fourteen percent as Hispanic, eleven per-
cent as African-American, five percent as 
Asian, and less than one percent (0.9 %) 
as Native American or Pacific Islander. 
Almost half (47.8 %) had no more than a 
high school education, seventeen percent 
had some college experience and about 
one third (35.7 %) had a Bachelor’s degree 
or more. The median annual household 
income was US$ 45 000 (M = US$ 60 833, 
SD = US$ 51 682). About one in five par-
ticipants (17.8 %) said that they lived in a 
rural community, thirty-eight percent in a 
suburban community, and somewhat un-

Table 1: Sample characteristics

Percent Mean SD N

Sociodemographics

Age 46.8 17.0 1391

Female 55.4 1392

Education 1392

High school or less 47.8

Some college 16.5

Bachelor’s degree or more 35.7

Race and ethnicity

White 68.6 1392

African-American 11.1 1392

Hispanic 13.7 1391

Asian 5.4 1392

Native American 0.9 1392

Household income US$ 60 833 US$ 51 682 1389

Community type 1391

Rural 17.8

Suburban 38.1

Urban 44.1

In-person experiences

Living alone 20.2 1392

Going out for non-essential social activities 21.9 1389

Digital communication frequency*

Voice calls 3.1 2.5 1392

Video calls 1.8 2.3 1392

Text messages 4.3 2.5 1392

Email 2.7 2.6 1392

Social media 3.4 2.8 1390

Online games 1.8 2.5 1392

Note: *Digital communication is recoded to frequency in days per week.
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der half (44.1 %) in an urban community. 
A fifth (20.2 %) of the respondents lived 
alone and 21.9 % of the sample reported 
going out for optional social activities in 
the previous two weeks.

4.3 Analysis procedure
To answer the RQ – whether people missed 
elements of F2F interaction during the 
COVID-19 pandemic despite sheltering in 
place, and which elements they missed the 
most – we present frequencies. To investi-
gate how the use of digital communication 
for social connection related to what peo-
ple missed about F2F interactions, we ran 
logistic regression analyses, with digital 
communication as independent variables 
and elements of missing F2F interactions 
as dependent variables. In these models, 
we controlled for demographics, living 
alone, and going out for social activities. 
We tested for multicollinearity among the 
independent variables with VIF values 
ranging from 1.02 to 1.59 suggesting that 
multicollinearity is not a concern.

5 Results

In this section, we present the results from 
the descriptive statistics and logistic re-
gressions to answer the research question 
and test the hypothesis. 

5.1 What do people miss about F2F 
interactions during the COVID-19 
pandemic?

Our results show that the majority of par-
ti cipants (77.1 %) missed at least one ele-
ment that characterizes F2F interactions 
(Table 2). Regarding the research ques-
tion, most missed being able to have 
spon taneous conversations with people 
when being together (50.5 %), followed 
by physical closeness (43.4 %) and having 
con versations with people without the use 
of digital technology (43.1 %). Some peo-
ple missed the effortlessness and ease of 
communication when meeting others in 
person (34.5 %). Non-verbal communica-
tion, such as body language and facial ex-
pressions was missed by the fewest people 
(25.8 %). All in all, our research shows that 

what people value most about F2F inter-
actions are the spontaneity of communi-
cation, physical closeness, and not having 
to depend on technology.

5.2 How does the use of digital 
communication for social 
connection relate to what people 
miss about F2F interactions during 
the COVID-19 pandemic?

Physical closeness. Logistic regression re-
sults showed that people who reported a 
higher usage frequency of voice calls, of 
text messages, and of social media to com-
municate with friends and family since the 
start of the pandemic were more likely to 
miss physical closeness as an element of 
F2F interactions (Table 3). The same was 
true for people who, compared to before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, had increased 
their use of voice calls, of video calls, of text 
messages, and of social media (Table 4).

Non-verbal communication. More fre-
quent and increased use of voice calls and 
of text messages was associated with miss-
ing non-verbal communication, while 
people with higher and increased usage 
frequency of online games were less likely 
to miss non-verbal communication.

Having spontaneous conversations. 
People who used voice calls and text mes-
sages more frequently as well as those who 
increased their use of voice calls, of vid-
eo calls, and of text messages compared 

Table 2: What people miss about face-to-
face communication

Percent N

Missing F2F communication* 77.1 1392

Miss spontaneous conversations 50.5 1392

Miss physical closeness 43.4 1392

Miss conversations without 
digital technology

43.1 1392

Miss convenient conversations 
without much effort

34.5 1392

Miss non-verbal communication 25.8 1392

Miss something else 0.8 1392

Miss nothing, despite fewer 
face-to-face interactions

22.6 1392

Note: *All respondents who missed at least one element of 
F2F communication. 
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to before the COVID-19 pandemic were 
more likely to miss having spontaneous 
conversations as an element of F2F inter-
actions. In contrast, people who played 
online games with friends or family more 
often were less likely to miss having spon-
taneous conversations. 

Having conversations without the use 
of digital technology. The aspect of not 
having to depend on technology in F2F in-
teractions was more likely missed by peo-
ple who used voice calls, video calls, text 
messages, and social media more often 
and by those who increased their use of 
voice calls, of video calls, and of text mes-
sages compared to before the pandemic. 
People with higher use frequency of emails 
were less likely to miss having conversa-
tions without the use of digital technology.

The convenience of having conversa-
tions without too much effort. More fre-
quent use of voice calls and of text messag-
es as well as increased use of text messages 
was related to missing convenient conver-
sations without much effort. People who 
played online games more often were less 
likely to miss the convenience of having 
conversations without too much effort.

None of the above, I don’t miss these 
things even though I don’t go out as much. 
People who reported to miss none of the 
queried elements of F2F interactions al-
though their in-person interactions were 
li mited, were more likely to use voice calls, 
vi deo calls, and text messages less fre-
quently.

All in all, we see that higher and in-
creased usage frequency of voice calls, 
video calls, text messages, and social me-
dia were all positively related to missing 
certain elements of F2F interactions, while 
higher and increased usage frequency of 
writing emails and playing online games 
was associated with missing certain ele-
ments of F2F interactions less (see Table 5 
for a summary of the results). In sum, only 
in the case of these latter two modes of 
communication did we find support for 
our stated hypothesis. In the next section, 
we discuss these findings in the context of 
the larger literature about interpersonal 
communication.

6 Discussion 

What do people value about face-to-face 
interactions when these are less possible 
and how does missing face-to-face in-
teractions relate to people’s use of digital 
communication? We find that during the 
initial COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns, 
most participants missed at least one char-
acteristic of F2F interactions. Thereby, our 
study supports existing research that high-
lights the importance of in-person interac-
tions for relationships (Baym et al., 2004; 
Caughlin & Wang, 2019; Cummings et al., 
2002; Daft & Lengel, 1984; Flaherty et al., 
1998; Gonzales, 2014; Hall, 2018; Sherman 
et al., 2013; Walther, 1992). We extend this 
line of research by showing what elements 
people missed about face-to-face interac-
tions when these were limited, namely the 
spontaneity of communication, physical 
closeness, and independence from tech-
nology. These elements of F2F communi-
cation all relate to the experience of being 
together in the same place (Nedelcu & 
Wyss, 2016), where people can communi-
cate spontaneously (e. g., about something 
they are experiencing together with their 
interaction partner), can touch and smell 
each other, and are not constrained by 
or dependent on any form of technology. 
Surprisingly, nonverbal communication as 
an element of in-person interaction, such 
as body language and facial expressions, 
was missed by the fewest participants – 
even though existing work describes this 
as a central element of F2F interactions 
compared to other types of communica-
tion (Daft & Lengel, 1984; Walther, 1992). 
One reason for this could be that nonver-
bal communication often happens un-
consciously (e. g., barely visible changes 
in facial expressions; or the smell of peo-
ple) – which means that people cannot 
explicitly indicate that they are missing it, 
because they are not in fact aware of it in 
the first place. More conscious nonverbal 
signs (such as tone of voice and a smile) 
are communicated in some forms of digi-
tal communication, such as voice and vid-
eo calls, and may therefore be missed less 
often. 
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In their analysis of the social affor-
dances of communication channels, Fox 
and McEwan (2017) show that F2F com-
munication is perceived as less accessible, 
less conversation-controlling, and less 
persistent compared to digital modes (e. g., 
video calls, email, social media). However, 
our findings suggest that F2F communica-
tion has its own unique social affordances 
that cannot be replaced by digital commu-
nication: 

 › Having spontaneous conversations 
while being together and not having to 
wait for a response, for example, when 
writing a message to someone or trying 
to call someone.

 › Allowing physical closeness, such as 
smelling, feeling, touching, and seeing 
each other.

 › Not having to depend on technology, 
which may sound trivial, but in a so-
ciety increasingly dominated by tech-
nology, moments without technology 
might become more relevant and ac-
tively sought by people (Nguyen, 2021; 
Vanden Abeele & Nguyen, 2022).

We found that varying degrees of use of dif-
ferent digital communication modes relat-
ed differently to what people missed about 
F2F interactions. Participants who used 
voice calls, video calls, text messages, and 
social media more frequently were more 
likely to miss certain elements of F2F inter-
actions. Socially active people tend to com-
municate more online and offline (Baym 
et al., 2004; Dienlin et al., 2017; Jin & Park, 
2010, 2013; Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 2002). 
Since the latter was only possible to a limit-
ed extent during COVID-19 lockdowns, so-
cially active people might have been more 
likely to miss offline interactions.

Interestingly, people who increased 
their use of voice calls, video calls, text 
messages, and social media compared to 
before the Coronavirus pandemic were 
also more likely to miss elements of F2F 
interactions. A possible explanation is 
that highly sociable people increased 
their online communication to substi-
tute for the lack of F2F communication, 
but that did not meet all of their needs, 

hence they still missed in-person inter-
actions. While existing literature suggests 
that people use digital communication to 
maintain relationships when in-person 
meetings are less possible (Baym et al., 
2004; Buhler et al., 2013; Cui, 2016; Kirk 
et al., 2010; Liu & Yang, 2016; Nedelcu & 
Wyss, 2016; Neustaedter & Greenberg, 
2012; Thulin, 2018; Williams et al., 2006; 
Yang et al., 2014), our results indicate that 
voice calls, video calls, text messages, and 
social media cannot completely replace 
in-person meetings. This is in line with 
findings about U. S. adults not believing 
that digital communication could replace 
everyday F2F interactions even while rec-
ognizing that it would be a useful means 
for communication during COVID-19 
(Anderson & Vogels, 2020). Text messages 
and social media posts in which personal 
experiences are shared (Cui, 2016; Thulin, 
2018) might have even further motivated 
people’s desire for shared in-person expe-
riences. 

While voice calls, video calls, text 
mes sages, and social media were all pos-
itively related to missing elements of F2F 
communication, writing emails, and play-
ing online games with friends and family 
were negatively related to missing cer-
tain elements of F2F interactions. In the 
case of email, more frequent users were 
less likely to miss physical closeness and 
conversation without the use of technol-
ogy. The latter could be because people 
consciously choose to communicate via 
email to write longer texts and appreciate 
the technology that allows them to do so. 
One possible explanation for the finding 
that frequent email users are less likely to 
miss physical closeness may be related to 
research showing that emails are a pre-
ferred way to communicate with less close 
others (Kim et al., 2007; Ling & Lai, 2016; 
Yang et al., 2014), i. e., with whom people 
might be less likely to desire or expect 
physical closeness regardless of COVID-19 
lockdowns. This echoes polymedia theory 
(Madianou & Miller, 2013), which states 
that the nature of a relationship influences 
the choice of communication means. 

People who played online games more 
frequently with friends and family and 
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those who increased playing online games 
during the COVID-19 pandemic were less 
likely to miss non-verbal communica-
tion as an element of F2F interactions. It 
could be that the way players control their 
characters while playing together (e. g., 
through movements, actions, or in-game 
communication options) might resemble 
non-verbal communication during face-
to-face encounters and thus players are 
less likely to miss these. Moreover, partic-
ipants who played more frequently were 
also less likely to miss spontaneous con-
versations. This might be because players 
are often connected via voice channels 
(e. g., Discord) while playing together (Wil-
liams et al., 2006). Thus, they can spon-
taneously communicate about topics, 
whether concerning the game or not. In 
this sense, online gaming might resem-
ble F2F engagement, where people share 
experiences and can communicate with 
each other spontaneously about various 
topics. 

For social interactions during pan-
demic times, our findings imply that while 
digital communication allows people to 
stay in touch with others and maintain 
relationships, it cannot make up for ele-
ments unique to F2F interactions. Since 
social interactions are critical to people’s 
well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ca-
cioppo & Cacioppo, 2014; Holt-Lunstad 
et al., 2010; Shor et al., 2013), it is import-
ant to be careful and thoughtful about 
limiting people’s in-person interactions. 
In contexts beyond the pandemic, such 
as situations where friends and relatives 
are geographically dispersed, our results 
suggest that some modes of digital com-
munication (such as playing online games 
together) may be better suited to compen-
sate for missing F2F interactions. Further-
more, based on our research, we recom-
mend using digital communication means 
to create situations where people share ex-
periences with each other (e. g., watching 
a movie or having a meal together), as this 
allows for spontaneous conversations – 
one of the aspects of in-person interac-
tions that people value the most.

7 Limitations and future research 
directions

While helpful in recognizing general 
trends regarding what people miss about 
face-to-face interactions when these are 
restricted and how this relates to people’s 
use of digital communication, there are 
limitations to what questions our data al-
low us to answer. First, we cannot draw 
conclusions about the causal direction 
of the relations we measured as we use 
cross-sectional data. Although existing 
literature suggests that people turn to dig-
ital communication for maintaining and 
building relations when in-person meet-
ings are less possible (Baym et al., 2004; 
Cui, 2016; Elmer et al., 2020; Kirk et al., 
2010; Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2012; Wil-
liams et al., 2006), it may also be the case 
that being in touch through such methods 
reminds people about what they are miss-
ing by not getting to see people in person, 
thereby exacerbating a longing for in-per-
son interactions.

Second, we only measured what peo-
ple missed about F2F communication, but 
not how much each element was missed. 
Future studies could, for example, include 
a Likert-type scale so respondents can in-
dicate how much they miss certain char-
acteristics of F2F communication. This 
would increase data granularity and pro-
vide further insight into the importance 
of each element. Nonetheless, our study is 
one of the few to provide valuable insight 
into the importance of F2F communica-
tion under pandemic conditions and thus 
makes a contribution to the literature in its 
current form.

Third, we conducted our study in the 
context of one country only, putting lim-
its on the findings’ generalizability. At the 
time of study, the United States had one of 
the highest relative numbers of COVID-19 
cases in the world (Hauck et al., 2020; Mo-
reland et al., 2020; Wikipedia, 2021), pro-
viding a helpful case for studying reactions 
to limited F2F interactions. It is important 
to note that these results might be differ-
ent depending on the national context 
of the pandemic (i. e., strictness of lock-
downs), digital infrastructure (e. g., uptake 
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of digital communication), and cultural 
conditions (i. e., importance of F2F com-
munication).

Fourth, we encourage future re-
search – especially qualitative work – to 
investigate in more detail what people val-
ue about F2F interactions. While our study 
provides important insights into what el-
ements of F2F communication most peo-
ple miss, there remains much room for 
additional research into questions such as: 
What do elements of face-to-face commu-
nication such as spontaneous interaction 
or physical closeness mean for different 
people? What bothers people about digi-
tal technology that makes them wish they 
would not depend on it in social interac-
tions? What other elements do people val-
ue about in-person interactions and why? 
What is it exactly about online games that 
links with missing certain elements of of-
fline interactions less? Why was more fre-
quent and increased use of video chats 
positively linked with missing F2F, despite 
existing research highlighting the rich-
ness of its social cues (Daft & Lengel, 1984; 
Sherman et al., 2013) and potential for 
shared experiences in video chats (Buhler 
et al., 2013; Kirk et al., 2010; Nedelcu & 
Wyss, 2016; Neustaedter & Greenberg, 
2012)? Furthermore, future research could 
also include questions about immersive 
technologies such as virtual reality (VR) or 
augmented reality (AR) to investigate how 
such shared virtual experiences might re-
late to missing offline interactions. All in 
all, such research would help better un-
derstand how F2F interactions and digital 
communication modes supplement each 
other, and how digital technologies can 
be used and developed to meet better the 
needs of people who are limited in their 
face-to-face interactions for different rea-
sons (e. g., a lockdown or being geographi-
cally dispersed).

Finally, we would like to note that 
we – as researchers – conducted our study 
under less-than-ideal conditions because 
we (1) had to act quickly to “catch the mo-
ment” of initial lockdowns (which at the 
time no one knew would last as long as 
they did); and (2) were coping with lock-
down measures and a sudden transition 

to home office ourselves. We reflect on the 
study design and data collection process – 
including data quality and ethical consid-
erations – elsewhere (Hargittai et al., 2020). 
Our study caught people’s experiences at a 
unique moment in time that lends it value.

8 Conclusion

The COVID-19 global pandemic resulted 
in much of the world going into lockdown, 
thereby significantly curtailing people’s 
face-to-face interactions. In-person com-
munication that most people had taken 
for granted was suddenly out of reach for 
many. This natural experiment offered a 
unique opportunity to investigate what it 
is that people may miss most about F2F 
interactions, and how such experiences 
related to people’s use of digital communi-
cation methods. Using a survey adminis-
tered a few months into lockdowns in the 
United States, this paper looked at these 
questions in a sample of adults aged 18 and 
older.

The study extends our understand-
ing of face-to-face communication and 
what people value about it, while also hav-
ing a broad range of sophisticated digital 
communication technologies available. 
Contributing to the concept of affordanc-
es (Evans et al., 2017), we show that F2F 
communication has its own unique social 
affordances, such as having spontaneous 
conversations, physical closeness, and 
having conversations without the use of 
digital technology. Thereby, our study pro-
vides insights into the current limits of dig-
ital technology when it comes to replacing 
F2F interactions. Digital communication 
modes such as voice calls, video calls, text 
messages, and social media might allow 
people to connect and communicate, but 
cannot mitigate their need for in-person 
experiences. Yet, some digital communi-
cation modes like writing emails or play-
ing online games together with friends and 
family do seem to address certain needs as 
they link to missing elements of F2F com-
munication less. This suggests that certain 
communication strategies can help deal 
with situations in which personal encoun-
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ters are severely restricted. How this may 
play out in the long run is something we 
hope future research will investigate.
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Abstract
In this paper, we investigate framing in the case of an imam in Switzerland. We conducted a qualitative 
content analysis of 175 articles from Swiss newspapers and public broadcasting websites in German and 
French to examine how Bekim Alimi, an imam in Wil, Switzerland, was portrayed in the news media from 
2015–2019. Powerful and / or prominent actors who made an effort, journalists, as well as the object of the 
debate, Bekim Alimi, contribute to frame building. We identify two key events (the inauguration of the Gott
hard Base Tunnel and Alimi’s naturalization process) as highly crucial for the framing of the debate because 
they stimulate some frame sponsors to become active. When they speak out, the debates become more 
intense and broader. In this way, key events hold the possibility to discuss a situation in depth, to create 
orientation, to offer solutions (prognostic framing), or to motivate people (motivational framing) to become 
active.

Keywords
framing, frame building, public debates, key events, imam, Switzerland

1 Introduction

So far, little research has been done on 
how imams are framed in the media. We 
examine the portrayal of the imam who 
has probably received the most coverage 
in Swiss media: Bekim Alimi, Wil, Swit-
zerland. One of the reasons for the wide-
spread coverage is that his community’s 
construction of a new mosque was one of 
the triggers for the 2009 Swiss minaret ref-
erendum (Schneuwly Purdie & Tunger-Za-
netti, 2017). We look at his portrayal from 
2015–2019 because media coverage of him 
is both positive and negative, and we can 
observe the framing process with more 
than one key event. 

We want to find out which frames are 
present in the news media (RQ1), wheth-
er key events change the framing (RQ2) 
and who is framing how (RQ3). This study 
is relevant because it adds details on the 
role of key events by identifying them as 
catalysts for framing in public debates 
and by showing how changes come about. 
Furthermore, it is relevant because it de-
scribes the framing of an imam: 

Imams are a key topic of current social debate 

and media coverage on Islam in various Eu-

ropean countries. Imam training, “imported 

imams”, their language skills and radicalisa-

tion are some of the recurring issues raised 

in this context. Imams are thus seen both as 

causes of problems and as possible solutions 

to them, based on the underlying assumption 

that Muslims and their communities can be 

steered by imams, who may serve as legiti-

mate interpreters of Islam. (Schmid, 2020, 

pp. 64–65) 

Switzerland is an interesting case regard-
ing public debates on Islam. A share of 
5.5 % of the population is Muslim. It is the 
largest non-Christian religious communi-
ty in Switzerland. Due to direct democra-
cy, there is also a public and controversial 
discussion (e. g., via votes on minarets, 
ban on veiling; Arlt, 2021). It is important 
to understand the construction of a pub-
lic debate because it can lead to more or 
less social cohesion, or to different policy 
measures. 

In this study, we learn more about 
frame building in non-institutionalized ((Doi 2022.03.2928))
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debates. We identify a pattern and see 
that key events play an important role by 
giving certain persons (politicians in our 
case) the possibility to act as frame spon-
sors. It seems to motivate politicians with 
a negative frame in particular whereas it 
is the moderate Muslim actors or spokes-
persons of Muslims who bring in positive 
frames. We can also observe different re-
porting patterns. Journalists from those 
cross-regional newspapers that are free or 
tabloid newspapers (20 Minutes and Blick) 
use frames that provoke attention (radi
cal imam frame in our example) whereas 
the regional newspaper with a local con-
nection to the place of the event (St. Galler 
Tagblatt) frames also independent of the 
frames of politicians (and more in line with 
authorities or concerned people). This 
study is an example for the importance of 
local news (Künzler & Studer, 2013, p. 179). 
It was local news in a regional newspaper 
that made regional-oriented media work-
ers of the same organization aware that 
something important is going on. In con-
trast to coverage of key events as those an-
alyzed here, one probably has to be more 
concerned that local journalists can less 
fulfill the “chronicler duty” such as regular 
reporting about ordinary municipal meet-
ings (Leonarz, 2012, p. 74).

2 Frames and frame building

In the following theoretical part, we define 
our understanding of frames and describe 
the process of frame building in public 
debates. We also note how we expect key 
events to influence frame building. 

2.1 Definition of frames
We draw on Benford and Snow’s (2000), 
Snow and Benford’s (1988), and Entman’s 
(1993) understanding of frames. They rely, 
among others, on Goffman’s (1974, p. 21) 
definition of frames as “schemata of in-
terpretation” that allow “its user to locate, 
perceive, identify, and label […] occur-
rences.” Therefore, frames “help to render 
events or occurrences meaningful and 
thereby function to organize experience 
and guide action” (Benford & Snow, 2000, 

p. 614). To describe the framing process, 
Snow and Benford (1988) distinguish three 
core framing tasks: Diagnostic framing 
identifies a problem and attributes blame 
or causality, prognostic framing propos-
es solutions, and motivational framing 
provides incentives for action and justi-
fications for measures. In a similar vein, 
Entman (1993) points out the function of 
frames in defining problems, diagnosing 
causes, making moral judgments, and 
suggesting remedies. Thus, the diagnostic 
framing of Snow and Benford (1988) can 
consist of problem definition, causal inter-
pretation, and moral evaluation (Entman, 
1993).

Of course, there are different defi-
nitions of frames in communication. 
Matthes (2009) summarizes them by dis-
tinguishing formal-stylistic frames from 
content-related frames. For formal-stylis-
tic frames, it matters how the story is pre
sented (e. g., Chong & Druckman, 2007; 
Iyengar, 1991). By contrast, content-relat-
ed frames look at what the story is about. 
Content-related frames can be categorized 
into issue-specific and generic (de Vreese, 
2005; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). Or, 
one speaks of emphasis framing if one 
discusses different aspects of a policy 
(Chong & Druckman, 2007). This is actual-
ly what we use here, too. 

2.2 Frame building in public debates 
Frame building (Scheufele, 1999) uses 
media frames as a dependent variable 
and investigates the processes and fac-
tors that influence the frames in the news 
media (Hänggli, 2019, 2020). The power of 
the political actor, the effort of pushing a 
frame, the prominence of the speaker, and 
the cultural resonance of a frame are key 
factors in frame building (Geiß, Weber, & 
Quring, 2017; Hänggli, 2012, 2020). Usual-
ly, framing changes moderately and slowly 
(Scheufele, 2006). However, key events can 
change the framing of an issue. Key events 
are “reports about more or less unusual 
occurrences” (Kepplinger & Habermeier, 
1995, p. 373) and push media coverage of 
an issue. They can be “seen as an expres-
sion of processes of social change that have 
already taken place” (Brosius & Eps, 1995, 
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p. 408) and are part of orientation phases 
(instead of routine phases). They can be an 
opportunity to socially (re-)define an issue 
(Snow, Soule, Kriesi, & McCammon, 2019). 
Thus, key events can “trigger, accelerate, 
and amplify changes in the framing” (Geiß 
et al., 2017, p. 474), can bring changes in 
the framing of the issue at hand (Brosi-
us & Eps, 1995) or catalyze frame-building 
processes (Geiß et al., 2017; Kepplinger & 
Habermeier, 1995). This change happens 
because key events “stimulate activities 
of pressure groups who see an opportuni-
ty of gaining media attention, since their 
concerns fit in with the established topic” 
(Kepplinger & Habermeier, 1995, p. 375). 
Most of the time, a key event intensifies 
the frame contest between established 
frames (Geiß et al., 2017). Only in rare cas-
es, we can observe a change in interpreta-
tive paradigms (Baumgartner, De Boef, & 
Boydstun, 2008). Thus, we will look for key 
events as a starting point for a dataset for 
this study. Let us note the theoretical pat-
tern with regard to key events in Figure 1. 

Ettinger (2018) notes that Muslim ac-
tors are more frequently the object of re-
porting than the subject. If Muslims speak 
themselves, the setting is more likely to be 
polarized. Matthes et al. (2020) find that 
Muslim sources make more differentiated 
statements than non-Muslim sources or 
journalists. Accordingly, we also look at the 
framing of Muslim sources. Moreover, the 
object of a claim, scandal or discourse is 
often also a frame sponsor him- or herself. 
Thus, we also keep an eye on the frames 
sponsored by imam Alimi. 

Both political and media actors can 
belong to the leading strategic actors in 
public debates (Hänggli, 2020). They pur-
sue different goals. Political actors aim at 
a policy impact, at votes, and / or offices 
(Strom, 1990) and need media attention to 
achieve this. Thus, they compete for media 
attention, and strategically manage events 

that offer the opportunity to promote a 
message (Hänggli, 2020). As Bernhard 
(2019, p. 236) points out: “When faced with 
an […] event, political actors have first to 
decide whether to address it in public. […] 
actors who react will politicize the issue 
at stake and thus contribute to the emer-
gence of an intensive public debate.” Po-
litical actors react to media information 
only, when it fits their issue agenda (Van 
Aelst & Walgrave, 2017). Media actors aim 
to report on relevant events, disclose rele-
vant facts, sell their story, create social co-
hesion, or stimulate innovation (McQuail, 
2013). Of course, structural or organiza-
tional factors influence and restrict the in-
dividual decisions of media actors (Shoe-
maker & Reese, 2013).

3 Reporting on Islam

If we now look at the reporting on Islam 
and Muslims in the West in general, it has 
been widely studied in the decade follow-
ing the September 11 terrorist attacks (e. g., 
d’Haenens & Bink, 2006; Halm, 2013; Ibra-
him, 2010; Poole, 2002; Poole & Richard-
son, 2006). Studies report predominantly 
negative portrayals of Muslims and Islam 
in traditional media (Ahmed & Matthes 
2016; Bowe, Fahmy, & Wanta, 2013; Dix-
on & Williams, 2015), also for Switzerland 
(Dahinden, Koch, Wyss, & Keel, 2011). As 
far as Switzerland is concerned, there are 
some studies for the period before 2009 
(e. g., Dolezal, Helbling, & Hutter, 2010), 
but they become sparse in the period af-
ter. One exception is Ettinger (2018), who 
analyzed the quality of reporting on Mus-
lims between 2009 and 2017. Among oth-
er things, he finds an increase of articles 
that create distance toward Muslims, e. g., 
by problematizing Muslims in the media 
coverage. Part of this development can be 
explained by the increased focus on radi-

Figure 1: Consequences of a key event in frame building

Key event  increases activity of frame sponsors who see an opportunity 
of gaining media attention  intensifies debate and broadens framing
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calization and terror threat. Accordingly, 
current studies on terrorism news cover-
age emphasize the importance of differ
entiated news coverage, i. e., highlighting 
the difference between Muslims and Isla-
mist terrorists (Gerhards & Schäfer, 2014; 
Sides & Gross, 2013; von Sikorski et al., 
2022). Sniderman, Petersen, Slothuus, and 
Stubager (2014) found, after the cartoon 
crisis in Denmark, that the majority of 
Danish citizens were tolerant toward mod-
erate Muslims, but not toward Islamic 
fundamentalists. Thus, moderate Muslims 
are good and radical Muslims bad. This di-
chotomy between “good” and “bad” Mus-
lims (Belt, 2009; Mamdani, 2004) can be 
explained by processes of securitization 
(Buzan, Wæver, & de Wilde, 1998), whereby 
“moderate Islam” is constructed as a refer-
ence object for security by Western states 
while “radical Islam” is framed as a threat 
(Bosco, 2014). This perspective is expected 
to be important in Switzerland too. In the 
news media, imams – the prayer leaders – 
are increasingly becoming a topic of dis-
cussion, as it is widely believed that they 
can exert an influence on their community 
(Müller, 2017; Tunger-Zanetti, Martens, & 
Endres, 2019). Corresponding to the dif-
ferentiation between “good” and “bad” 
Muslims, a distinction is drawn between 
the “good” imam and the “bad” imam.

The good imam is now to embody civic vir-

tues, interfaith tolerance, professional mana-

gerial and pastoral skills, […] work as an agent 

of national integration (most importantly on 

behalf of his young unruly flock) and wage a 

jihad against extremism. By contrast, the bad 

imam has become an agent of divisive cul-

tural and religious alterity to be deterred by 

multiplying bureaucratic hurdles, defamed, 

deported or imprisoned. (Birt, 2006, p. 687)

Such models of an ideal subject versus 
one to be rejected correspond to notions 
of normality that circulate in discourses 
(Keller, 2011). These positive and negative 
subject models are expected to be evident 
also in the framing studied here. Apart 
from this dichotomy of “good” and “bad”, 
however, the way imams are framed in the 
media has not yet been examined. 

4 The case of Bekim Alimi: A 
qualitative content analysis

We conducted a qualitative content anal-
ysis (Mayring, 2015) of the coverage of 
imam Bekim Alimi in Swiss newspapers 
and public broadcasting websites from 
2015–2019. Bekim Alimi is “an imam of  
national renown” (Tunger-Zanetti & 
Schneuwly Purdie, 2020, p. 615), in part 
because he was chosen for the inaugura-
tion ceremony of the Gotthard Base Tun-
nel (Schmid, 2020). The Gotthard Base 
Tunnel is a railway tunnel in Switzerland 
(and, at 57.1 km, the longest railway tunnel 
in the world). It was built over the course 
of 17 years and inaugurated on June 1, 
2016 (Federal Department of the Environ-
ment, Transport, Energy and Communica-
tions, 2020). During the inauguration, the 
tunnel was blessed in a multifaith ceremo-
ny by five religious representatives. Bekim 
Alimi was chosen as the imam and Muslim 
representative for the ceremony. This de-
cision was based in part on his Macedo-
nian origin, given that some of the tunnel’s 
miners were Muslims from the Balkans 
(Wuthrich, 2016). This key event was na-
tion-wide broadcasted and reported.

This event served as a starting point 
for the body of coverage. We therefore 
looked for the keyword “Bekim Alimi” in 
articles both forwards and backwards in 
time starting from this key event in 2016. In 
the process, we came across a second key 
event, the naturalization process of Alimi 
in 2018. Citizenship can be viewed as “one 
of the core institutions of modern societies 
that shaped people’s access to rights and 
membership” (Mackert & Turner, 2017, 
p. 1). Thus, citizenship – and hence natu-
ralization – is always about boundaries as 
well as inclusion and exclusion (Mackert & 
Turner, 2017). In Switzerland, the natural-
ization procedure is regulated by cantonal 
law. In the canton of St. Gall, where Bekim 
Alimi lives, a local commission (Natural-
ization Council) examines applications 
regarding the formal and material require-
ments for naturalization. If all conditions 
are met, it will grant municipal and local 
citizenship. In naturalization cases in gen-
eral, it carries out the procedure of public 
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disclosure and official announcement. Af-
ter the granting of municipal citizenship, 
the Cantonal Office for Municipalities and 
Citizenship proceeds further, and the fed-
eral and cantonal naturalization permit 
is received. However, the law on citizen-
ship offers the possibility for citizens with 
voting rights in the same municipality to 
object to the naturalization of a person, if 
the objection is sufficiently justified. The 
person requesting naturalization is given 
the opportunity to comment, and the ap-
plication is then reassessed and voted on 
by the local parliament or by the voters in 
the municipality (Law on the Civil Rights 
of St. Gall of 2011, 2018, art. 24 to 33). This 
cantonal law therefore offers citizens a di-
rect opportunity to seek exclusion. Thus, 
it is not surprising that the debate exam-
ined becomes intense in the aftermath of 
an appeal launched against Bekim Alimi’s 
wish to be naturalized. 

We therefore decided to extend the 
sampling to include media coverage one 
year before (2015) and one year after 
(2019) the two events. This allows us to 
see whether events intensify frame con-
test between established frames or change 
the framing. The two events structure the 
analysis in different phases (Table 1): The 
first period covers the reporting before the 
Tunnel inauguration in 2015, the second 
the inauguration in 2016, the third phase 
includes the period between the inaugu-
ration and naturalization and the fourth 
covers the naturalization process in 2018. 
Interestingly, there is hardly any reporting 
in 2019, after the naturalization. The act of 
naturalization therefore closes the discus-
sion. 

The sampling included 175 articles 
from 24 regional and cross-regional Swiss 
newspapers, news magazines, and 2 pub-
lic broadcasting websites in German and 
French.1 Using the database swissdox, all 

1 Included in the sampling are 20 Minuten, 
Aargauer Zeitung, Basellandschaftliche Zei
tung, Basler Zeitung, Blick, Landbote, Luzer
ner Zeitung/Neue Luzerner Zeitung, Neue 
Zür cher Zeitung, Sonntagsblick, srf (as online 
news site), St. Galler Tagblatt, TagesAnzeiger, 
Thurgauer Zeitung, Walliser Bote, watson, 
Weltwoche, Werdenberger & Obertoggenbur

articles for the keyword “Bekim Alimi” 
were included in the sampling, except for 
articles repeating the same text or articles 
in which the text has only minimal textual 
differences. Given that Bekim Alimi lives 
and works in the town of Wil in the Ger-
man-speaking canton St. Gall, the newspa-
per St. Galler Tagblatt is most represented 
in the sampling. When it was necessary in 
order to understand the context, we con-
sulted additional documents alongside the 
dataset, e. g., by the municipality of Wil. 

In a first step we conducted a mixture 
of a structuring and summary content 
analysis (Mayring, 2015). The categories 
frame sponsor, framed object and fram-
ing task coded in MAXQDA were deter-
mined in advance based on the definition 
of frames. The first two criteria were then 
coded inductively from the material. A 
frame can usually be assigned to a person 
or an organization, which we coded as the 
frame sponsor. If no frame sponsor could 
be identified from the text by name or by 
direct or indirect speech, we attributed 
the passage to the journalist. The framed 
object is what is to be interpreted and ren-
dered meaningful by a frame. Here, too, 
we have coded all the framed objects we 
found in the material, i. e., not only Bekim 
Alimi, but objects like Islam in general, his 
mosque and many more. For this study, 
we have only used those passages for 
the analysis in which Bekim Alimi is the 
framed object because we are interested 
in how he, as an imam, is framed. Fram
ing tasks were adopted as deductive cat-
egories from Snow & Benford (1988) and 
coded accordingly: diagnostic framing 
identifies a problem and attributes blame 
or causality, prognostic framing propos-
es solutions, and motivational framing 
provides incentives for action and justifi-
cations for measures. Only if one of these 

ger, and ZürichseeZeitung for the German- 
language newspapers and online news sites 
and 24 heures, La Liberté, Le Matin, Le Temps, 
rts (as online news site), and Tribune de 
Genève for the French-language newspapers 
and public broadcasting websites. The two 
public broadcasting websites were included 
in the sampling due to the broad audience of 
public service media in Switzerland.
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tasks was present, i. e., framing occurred, 
was the passage included in the analysis.

In a subsequent step, we extracted all 
passages in which Bekim Alimi is the ob-
ject of framing in order to describe frame 
sponsors and framing tasks and, in a fur-
ther step, to analyze the framing. For this 
purpose, we subjected all passages coded 
as frames to inductive category formation 
(Mayring, 2015, p. 85) and in this sense, we 
conducted a summary content analysis for 
this main category. One text passage can 
contain multiple frames of Bekim Alimi.

The process tracing method (Ma-
honey, 2003) is applied for investigating 
the role of key events. In this method, the 
individual temporal and possibly causal 
sequences within a case are named. Yin 
(2003, p. 116) explains pattern matching 
as follows: “You match empirically ob-
served events with theoretically predicted 
events.” This matching of patterns is par-
ticularly suitable for data analysis in case 
studies (Yin, 2003). 

5 Results

Results are organized according to the re-
search questions: First, we describe the 
frames we identified in the data (RQ1). 
Then, we answer whether key events 
change framing (RQ2) by mapping the 
course of the debates and the framing over 
time. Finally, we present who is framing 
how (RQ3).

5.1 Frames
In total, we find six different frames (Ta-
ble 1). The bridgebuilder frame describes 
Bekim Alimi as an interreligious mediator 
and promoter of integration who advo-
cates tolerance and peaceful coexistence 
(e. g., Buechi, 2016; Rudnicki, 2015). One 
article portrays him as follows: He stands 
up for the coexistence of […] people, re-
gardless of their origin, nationality and 
religion (Haag, 2015). The trustbuilder 
frame characterizes him as someone who 
dispels misconceptions about Islam and 
combats extremism and radicalization. 
This includes fighting for the recognition 
of Islam as a peaceful religion and for re-

spect toward Muslims in Switzerland (e. g., 
Keller, 2016; Riesen, 2017), as in the fol-
lowing example: In numerous interviews 
and hundreds of public appearances, he 
has underscored the peace-loving aspects 
of his religion and condemned jihadists 
as un-Islamic (Hehli, 2017). The deceiver 
frame accuses Muslims in general of de-
liberate deception and lying (e. g., Dud-
li, 2018; Suter, 2018c). Alimi is framed as 
being two-faced, pretending to be mod-
erate, when in reality he is radical: Bekim 
Alimi is said to have attitudes […] that 
contradict his answers to my questions. 
I have heard over and over again that he 
has two faces (Häusermann in Wey, 2018). 
The radical imam frame describes Alimi 
as a radical imam who is perceived as an 
internal threat to Switzerland (e. g., Dud-
le, 2016; Sommer, 2018b): Alimi belongs 
to the minority of Macedonian-Albanian 
Muslims who practice a radical Islam in 
the Wahhabi- Salafist tradition (Gut, 2016). 
The influential imam frame describes an 
imam as someone who exerts a great in-
fluence on his community members and 
therefore plays a key role in his Muslim 
community (Sommer, 2018c; Wey, 2018). 
For example, one article states that Alimi 
as an imam could shape the relationship 
to Swiss culture among a large part of the 
Muslim population and thus significant-
ly influence their willingness to integrate 
(Suter, 2018a). The responsible Swiss citi
zen frame is introduced by Alimi himself 
as follows:

I have studied the laws and the school system 

of this country and I show a broad commit-

ment to Switzerland. I have become a part of 

this society. It is also important for me to be 

able to participate at the polls for the future of 

this country, just as every citizen does. (Alimi 

in Zweili, 2018)

The frame describes him as a respectable, 
conscientious citizen, equipped with the 
necessary knowledge of Swiss society and 
aware of his duty as a citizen at the polls 
(Meyer, 2018). 
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5.2 Course of the debate
If we look at the frames over time (Table 1), 
we see that the two key events influence 
the presence of frames. The debate in the 
first period revolves around diverse top-
ics: the mosque that Bekim Alimi’s com-
munity wishes to build, a change in the 
cemetery regulations that would allow for 
a Muslim burial site, the election of Bekim 
Alimi as the president of the Muslim um-

brella organization of Eastern Switzerland 
(DIGO), and multifaith events he takes 
part in, just to name a few. In this first pe-
riod, three frames are already present: the 
bridgebuilder (e. g., Haag, 2015), the trust 
builder (e. g., Rudnicki, 2015), and the de
ceiver (Klein, 2015). 

We can then see that new frames are 
established with the occurrence of the two 
key events. During the first key event, the 

Table 1: Frames over time

Frames

Date Bridge-
builder

Trust-
builder

Deceiver Radical  
imam

Influential  
imam

Responsible 
Swiss citizen

Phase 1

Jan 26–Feb 02, 2015 X

Feb 23–Mar 01, 2015 X X

Apr 06–Apr 12, 2015 X

Dec 07–Dec 13, 2015 X

Dec 14–Dec 20, 2015 X X

Dec 28, 2015–Jan 03, 2016 X

Phase 2: GBT

May 16–May 22, 2016 X X X X

May 23–May 29, 2016 X

May 30–Jun 06, 2016 X X X X

Phase 3

Jan 02–Jan 08, 2017 X X X

Jan 16–Jan 22, 2017 X

Mar 27–Apr 02, 2017 X

Apr 24–Apr 30, 2017 X

May 01–May 07, 2017 X

May 08–May 14, 2017 X X

May 22–May 28, 2017 X

Aug 14–Aug 20, 2017 X

Sept 18–Sept 24, 2017 X

Phase 4: Naturalization

Feb 12–Feb 18, 2018 X X X X

Feb 19–Feb 25, 2018 X

Feb 26–Mar 04, 2018 X

Mar 12–Mar 18, 2018 X X

Mar 19–Mar 25, 2018 X X X X

Mar 26–Apr 01, 2018 X X X X X X

Apr 02–Apr 08, 2018 X X X X X X

Apr 09–Apr 15, 2018 X X X X X

Apr 16–Apr 22, 2018 X

Apr 23–Apr 29, 2018 X

Apr 30–May 06, 2018 X

Jun 18–Jun 24, 2018 X X X X

Jun 25–Jul 01, 2018 X

Note: X = frames. Weeks without a frame are excluded from the table.
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inauguration of the Gotthard Base Tunnel, 
the new frame radical imam emerges. Ini-
tially, the choice of Bekim Alimi for the in-
auguration was presented with the already 
established bridge-builder or trust-builder 
frames. One headline, for example, calls 
him “Peace Preacher” and the article de-
scribes him as fighting for the recognition 
of Islam as a peaceful religion and respect 
for the approximately 430 000 Muslims liv-
ing in Switzerland (Keller, 2016). A turning 
point in the debate comes when politician 
Fabio Schellmann of the Liberals (FDP) ac-
cuses Bekim Alimi of having contact with 
radical Islamic circles, thus adopting the 
radical imam frame. Schellmann states:

Alimi is by no means a representative of a 

moderate Islam. He maintains contacts with 

shady people from radical Salafi circles. For 

example, he appeared in a video next to the 

controversial Kosovar imam Shefqet Krasniqi, 

who was arrested a year and a half ago on sus-

picion of Islamic extremism. (Schellmann in 

Blick online, 2016)

To have contact is here equated with 
sharing views or even an ideology. Schell-
mann’s statement is repeatedly taken up 
by the media from this point onwards 
(e. g., Buechi, 2016; Dudle, 2016; Guggen-
bühl, 2016) and drives the debate in this 
second period.

In the third period, the debate again 
revolves around diverse topics, such as 
a Muslim burial site in Wil, the An’Nur-
mosque of Winterthur suspected of radi-
calization, the cantonal ban on veiling dis-
cussed at the time and multifaith events 
that took place. A large part of the report-
ing in this period deals with the mosque 
of Alimi’s Muslim community. It was built 
during this time and inaugurated in May 
2017. This event mainly fosters framing 
of the mosque or the Muslim communi-
ty rather than the imam. Nevertheless, 
we come across a few frames about Alimi 
during this period, with all four of the 
previous frames applied: bridge-builder, 
trust-builder, deceiver, and radical imam. 

The debate in the fourth period con-
cerns Alimi’s naturalization. As already 
mentioned, the debate gets most intense 

at this stage. On the occasion of this sec-
ond key event, two new frames are estab-
lished: the influential imam and the re
sponsible Swiss citizen. All four previously 
found frames are used as well. The events 
unfold as follows: Alimi applies for nat-
uralization for himself and his family on 
June 2, 2015. On the recommendation of 
the committee, the Naturalization Council 
grants the whole family municipal citizen-
ship on May 20, 2016.2 An appeal is lodged 
against Bekim Alimi’s naturalization on 
July 11, 2016 and is declared valid by the 
Council in September 2016. As a result, 
Bekim Alimi is asked for a statement on 
the allegations in the appeal and more in-
formation is gathered from the cantonal 
police, the State Secretariat for Migration 
and the Federal Intelligence Service. Al-
though the statements obtained are clear 
and leave no doubt about Alimi’s eligibil-
ity for naturalization, the appellant does 
not withdraw his appeal. This leads to 
the town parliament having to decide on 
Alimi’s naturalization (Stadt Wil, 2018). At 
this point, the debate arena changes and 
it becomes a public debate. On February 
14, 2018, the mediated debate starts with 
three newspapers reporting on Alimi’s 
naturalization wish and the appeal (Mar-
janovic, 2018; sda, 2018a; Waser, 2018). 
The appellant – later revealed to be local 
politician Mario Schmitt of the Swiss Peo-
ple’s Party (SVP) – frames Alimi as a radical 
imam (sda, 2018a). 

The new frame responsible Swiss citi-
zen is introduced by Alimi in an interview 
in February. He presents himself as a con-
scientious citizen, already part of the so-
ciety, equipped with the necessary know-
ledge and aware of his duty as a citizen at 
the polls (Zweili, 2018). Citizenship there-
fore appears to be only a formality. The 
second new frame influential imam is in-
troduced by politician Erika Häusermann 
of the Green Liberal Party (GLP). In March, 
the St. Galler Tagblatt publishes her open 
letter and questionnaire to Alimi, in which 

2 According to the Federal Constitution of the 
Swiss Confederation of 1999 (2021, art. 37), 
being a citizen of a commune and of the 
Canton to which the commune belongs me-
ans being a Swiss citizen.
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the frame of the influential imam appears. 
According to her, Alimi as an imam plays 
a key role in shaping the relationship with 
Swiss culture for a large part of the Mus-
lim population. Thus, he has a decisive 
influence on their willingness to integrate. 
She therefore considers it imperative that 
he answers her questions (Suter, 2018a), 
which he does a week later (Suter, 2018b). 
A day after his answers were published, 
Häusermann states in an interview that 
his answers are exemplary. Nevertheless, 
she finds it too early to decide on his nat-
uralization, because his commitment to 
openness now obliges him to act accord-
ingly (Wey, 2018). Häusermann, as soon as 
Alimi fulfills what she requires (namely, to 
answer her questions), immediately makes 
a new demand. This points to an assimila-
tionist view of integration (Gianni, 2013), 
i. e., the immigrant must adapt to the host 
society unilaterally, and conditions can be 
changed constantly. 

Both new frames, as well as the four 
previous ones, are repeatedly taken up in 
the debate and compete with each other 
until April 5, 2018, when the town parlia-
ment of Wil decides on the naturalization 
of Alimi. On April 6, 2018, several news-
papers report that Alimi has been natu-
ralized by 26 votes to 10 with 1 abstention 
(Büchel, 2018; sda, 2018b; Sommer, 2018a; 
Weik, 2018). 

Up to the end of June, five more arti-
cles on Alimi’s naturalization appear in two 
different conservative right-wing news-
papers (Gut, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c; Som-
mer, 2018b, 2018c). All of them primarily 
employ a series of the rather negatively 
characterized frames deceiver and radi-

cal imam. Even though the naturalization 
has already been voted on, politician Erika 
Häusermann (GLP) and politician Verena 
Gysling of the Green Party (GP) do not let 
go of the matter (Sommer, 2018c). It seems 
they continue to fight to block Alimi’s nat-
uralization on the cantonal level. We find 
evidence of this interpretation in two offi-
cial documents (Grünliberale, 2020; Stadt 
Wil, 2020). But St. Galler Tagblatt does not 
report on it anymore. It can be assumed 
that it was not perceived as relevant any-
more. The requests were outsider opinions 
and had no chance. After the five articles 
mentioned, the discussion closes. There-
after, we find a total of only six more ar-
ticles on various topics in which Alimi is 
named. However, they no longer contain 
any framing of Alimi. 

We observed that the frames com-
peted with each other predominantly 
during the two key events. There was an 
ongoing struggle between positive frames 
(bridge-builder, trust-builder, responsible 
Swiss citizen) and negative frames (radical 
imam, deceiver), but no frames were sup-
pressed. Instead, new frames were estab-
lished during both key events, one during 
the inauguration of the Gotthard Base Tun-
nel (radical imam) and two during the de-
bate over naturalization (influential imam 
and responsible Swiss citizen) by politi-
cians and, for the responsible Swiss citizen 
frame, Alimi himself (as shown above). In 
order to review the pattern formulated in 
the theoretical part, let us look at the em-
pirical pattern in Table 2. We can see that, 
in fact, the number of frame sponsors in-
creases after both key events. As a result, 
we also see an increase in intensity as well 

Table 2: Debate characteristics in each phase 

Phase Weeks Different frame 
sponsors

Ratio 1  
(Frame sponsors 

per week)

Articles  
with framing  

(intensity)

Ratio 2  
(Articles per 

week)

Different 
Frames  
(breath)

Ratio 3  
(Frames per 

week)

1 68 15 0.22 15 0.60 3 0.04

2 (key event 1) 7 13 1.57 11 2.14 4 0.57

3 36 11 0.33 12 1.33 4 0.11

4 (key event 2) 18 26 2.28 41 3.56 6 0.33

Total 129 79

Note: Intensity is the number of articles with one or more frame in each phase.
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as a broadening of the debate (also if we 
calculate the ratio and take the number of 
weeks into consideration). We can say that 
the empirical pattern matches the theoret-
ical one.

5.3 Frame sponsors and framing tasks
The two key events influence the presence 
of frame sponsors which is why the fram-
ing becomes more intense, and broader 
over time. Let us now look at it in more 
detail. During the first period, the frame 
sponsors identified are journalists, reli-
gious actors (the president of the evangel-
ical Church Council and a deacon of the 
canton of St. Gall), readers in letters to the 
editor and Bekim Alimi himself. The fram-
ing is only diagnostic at this point in the 
debate. 

With the occurrence of the first key 
event (second period), politicians appear 
as frame sponsors. Many politicians were 
invited as guests to the inauguration of 
the Gotthard Base Tunnel. In addition, the 

Muslim Saïda Keller-Messahli, president 
of the Forum for a Progressive Islam, and 
representatives of the federal authorities 
expressed their views.3 In terms of fram-
ing tasks, we find prognostic framing in 
addition to diagnostic framing. Although 
politician Fabio Schellmann (FDP) does 
not voice the prognostic aspect of his rad-
ical imam frame, it is implicit: that Alimi 
should not participate in the inaugura-
tion (Blick online, 2016). Keller-Messahli, 
in contrast, explicitly expresses the prog-
nostic aspect when she frames Alimi as a 
deceiver. In public, he presents himself as 
a moderate model imam, but away from 

3 Keller-Messahli’s understanding of Islam is 
received by the media, but hardly adopted 
by other actors who often criticize her view 
(Hafner-Al Jabaji, 2021; Schulze, 2020). Th-
erefore it can be considered as a minority 
position. She, however, presents her under-
standing of Islam as “the right understan-
ding.” This leads to an increased polarization 
of the debates (Trucco, 2021, pp. 295–297).

Table 3: Frames of political actors

Frames

Actors Bridge- 
builder

Trust-
builder

Deceiver Radical  
imam

Influential  
imam

Responsible 
Swiss citizen

Muslim actors

Bekim Alimi (imam) X X X

Pascal Gemperli  
(spokes person of FIDS) X

Saïda Keller-Messahli  
(Forum Progr. Islam) X X

“some Muslims” X

Other religious actors

Franz Kreissl (Deacon) X

Martin Schmidt (Church Board) X

Politicians

Jean-Luc Addor (SVP) X

Bruno Dudli (SVP) X

Ursula Egli (SVP) X

Mario Schmitt (SVP) X X

Fabio Schellmann (FDP) X

Erika Häusermann (GLP) X X X

Fredy Fässler (SP) X

Kilian Meyer (SP, former) X X

Verena Gysling (GP) X

Swiss authorities

Andreas Windlinger X

Note: X = frames.
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the public eye he moves in very bad cir-
cles, she states, concluding therefore that 
he does not belong at the inauguration of 
the tunnel (Buechi, 2016). Since there is an 
option for a political measure (excluding 
or not), we also see a prognostic aspect of 
the frame here. 

In the third period, we identify jour-
nalists, readers in letters to the editor, and 
Bekim Alimi himself as frame sponsors. 
Politicians, however, are absent. The fram-
ing is again only diagnostic.

The fourth period is triggered by an 
action of Bekim Alimi, who wants to be-
come naturalized. This action brings a 
new dynamic to the debate. With the oc-
currence of this second key event, we 
again identify politicians as frame spon-
sors, but this time in a larger number and 
from a broader political spectrum. Other 
frame sponsors are journalists, readers 
in letters to the editor, Muslim represen-
tatives, and Bekim Alimi himself. We find 
prognostic framing in addition to diagnos
tic framing in the statements of politicians 
Mario Schmitt (SVP), Erika Häusermann 
(GLP) and Verena Gysling (GP). But we also 
find an instance of motivational framing: 
Kilian Meyer (former politician of the So-
cial Democratic Party, SP) calls, in an open 
letter in the St. Galler Tagblatt, directly to 
the members of the town parliament to set 
an important example for the healthy liv-
ing together of all people in the town of Wil 
by naturalizing Bekim Alimi (Meyer, 2018). 
The naturalization of Alimi is thus made a 
symbol of good coexistence. He is drawing 
on the bridge-builder and the responsi-
ble Swiss citizen frames when describing 
Alimi (Meyer, 2018).

Next, we look at who is framing how 
(Tables 3 and 4). We can see that Bekim 
Alimi uses three positive frames: the 
bridge-builder, trust-builder, and respon-
sible Swiss citizen. The bridge-builder and 
the trust-builder frames can be linked to 
the positive subject model of the “good” 
imam (Birt, 2006), while the responsible 
Swiss citizen frame can be linked to a pos-
itive subject model in Swiss integration 
discourses, the “good citizen.” Integration 
as a prerequisite for naturalization means 
meeting its definition: “The ‘good citizen’ 

lives in conformity with the written and 
unwritten social norms. He or she earns 
money in an orderly way, pays debts, does 
not rely on social benefits, respects law 
and order and does not commit crimes” 
(D’Amato & Carrel, 2017, pp. 73–74). 

The spokesperson for the national 
Mus lim umbrella organization FIDS, Pas-
cal Gemperli, and other religious actors – 
with the exception of Keller-Messahli – all 
use the bridge-builder frame. Given that 
this frame describes Alimi as an interre-
ligious mediator promoting a peaceful 
coexistence, this makes sense. This is the 
setting in which these actors meet and 
interact. Religious actors on the whole do 
not appear often in the debate. This has 
already been shown in previous studies 
(e. g., Ettinger, 2018).

Political actors use their power and 
clearly pursue a certain goal (e. g., poli-
cymaking, winning the next election) in 
frame building. All of them promote the 
deceiver and / or the radical imam frame, 
except for two politicians of the SP who 
paint a more favorable picture of Alimi. The 
deceiver and the radical imam frame are 
anchored in the negative subject model of 
the “bad” imam (Birt, 2006), with the radi-
cal imam as a security threat being directly 
linked to securitization. This is no surprise 
with regard to the SVP, which is known for 
its anti-Islam views (Skenderovic, 2007). It 
is more remarkable, however, with regard 
to Erika Häusermann (GLP) and Verena 
Gysling (GP). Both of them decided to 
react and to promote these frames. It fits 
their policy agenda (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 
2017). The positions of the two women 
are outsider positions within their parties 
(Amstutz, 2018; Elsene, 2020). 

Politician Häusermann furthermore 
promotes the influential imam frame. Be-
sides her, this frame is only used by poli-
tician Mario Schmitt (SVP). The influen-
tial imam frame cannot be linked to the 
positive or negative subject model of the 
“good” or the “bad” imam. The assumption 
of the influence of imams has already been 
pointed out in some studies but was not 
presented as a frame there (Müller, 2017; 
Tunger-Zanetti, Martens, & Endres, 2019). 
In Western Europe, the imam “is perhaps 
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incorrectly seen as a Muslim equivalent of 
a rabbi or priest. It is assumed that imams 
are leaders and representatives of their 
communities, and that states and govern-
ments can address them to fix social issues 
and grievances” (Hashas, de Ruiter, Vind-

ing, & Hajji, 2018, p. 24). This perspective 
can be contested, as mosques in Europe 
are mostly run by boards through which 
imams are hired, imams do not follow a 
formalized educational pathway sanc-

Table 4: Frames of journalists

Frames

Actors Bridge- 
builder

Trust-
builder

Deceiver Radical  
imam

Influential  
imam

Responsible 
Swiss citizen

Journalists

Political orientation of paper:  
strong conservative-right

Weltwoche (news magazine)

Philipp Gut X X

Basler Zeitung (regional paper)

Christian Keller X

David Klein, Andrea Sommer X

Political orientation of paper:  
light conservative-right

Neue Zürcher Zeitung (cross-regional 
paper)

Daniel Gerny, Simon Hehli X X

Political orientation of paper:  
light left

Tages-Anzeiger (cross-regional paper)

Michael Meier X X

Tribune de Geneve (regional paper)

Gabriel Sassoon X X

Political orientation of paper:  
no specific

St. Galler Tagblatt (regional paper)

Gianni Amstutz, Philipp Haag,  
René Jann, Julia Nehmiz,  
Jolanda Riedener, Nina Rudnicki

X

Andrea Häusler, Thomas Riesen,
Nina Rudnicki, Christoph Zweili X

Hans Suter X

20 Minuten (cross-regional paper)

J. Buechi X

Blick online (cross-regional)

Journalist not mentioned X

Le Temps (cross-regional paper)

Bernard Wuthrich X X

rts (public broadcasting website)

Jean-Marc Heuberger X

srf (public broadcasting website)

Michael Breu X

Journalist not mentioned X

Note: X = frames. Classification of the political orientation of newspapers according to Jandura & Udris (2019). St. Galler Tagblatt was not 
part of their study.
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tioned by an official institution, and they 
do not hold an ordained office. 

Keller-Messahli is not a politician, yet 
she frames very similarly to center-right 
politicians, using only the deceiver and 
radical imam frames. A key factor in her 
frame building is probably her media 
prominence as a so-called expert on Islam 
(Trucco, 2021). 

The federal authorities as frame spon-
sors are in many articles not represented 
by individuals but cited as an authority. 
Those citations were largely quoted direct-
ly from the document of the town of Wil 
regarding Alimi’s wish for naturalization, 
which contains feedback from authori-
ties (Stadt Wil, 2018). Andreas Windlinger 
of the Federal Office for Transport is the 
only person from the federal authorities 
mentioned by name. He draws on the 
bridge-builder frame when describing 
Alimi (Buechi, 2016). The use of this frame 
by a government official is not unexpect-
ed, when we look at an answer of the Fed-
eral Council to a question in the Swiss na-
tional parliament regarding the Gotthard 
inauguration. The Federal Council draws 
on a wider bridge-building frame that re-
fers both to the tunnel and to Switzerland:

The basic idea behind the blessing of the Gott-

hard Base Tunnel was to show the connecting 

element of the tunnel also in the blessing. 

For this reason, one representative of each of 

the major monotheistic religions […] was to 

perform the blessing: a Christian, a Jew and 

a Muslim. The aim was to show that people 

of different origins and religious affiliations 

can live and work together peacefully in Swit-

zerland. (Federal Council in von Siebenthal, 

2016)

Here we find an emphasis on unifying ele-
ments and a peaceful coexistence in a plu-
ralistic society. The Federal Council con-
tinues in the text that openness, religious 
freedom, and tolerance are thoroughly 
Swiss virtues. For that reason, different re-
ligions have their place in Switzerland, just 
as they do in the blessing of the Gotthard 
Base Tunnel, states the Federal Council 
(von Siebenthal, 2016). This framing there-
fore not only takes up the image of bridge 

building, peaceful coexistence, and reli-
gious plurality, but even identifies open-
ness, religious freedom, and tolerance as 
Swiss virtues. This statement by the Swiss 
government anchors the framing in Swiss 
self-perception. Accordingly, it is not sur-
prising that the bridge-builder frame is 
used, including by Bekim Alimi himself, to 
counter frames linked to the “bad” imam, 
like the deceiver or radical imam frames. It 
is culturally congruent.

Finally, let us look at journalists’ 
frames (Table 4). We find 13 journalists 
writing for St. Galler Tagblatt (four with-
out ever using a frame, thus not present 
in Table 4). This high quantity is due to 
the geographical proximity. Indeed, as the 
topic and the person (Bekim Alimi) met 
with great interest from the readership, 
the story was moved from the local to the 
regional section. This entailed a change 
of journalists, as different journalists are 
responsible for each section. It is also in 
line with the finding that key events influ-
ence the regional and tabloids newspapers 
more than national quality newspapers 
(Kepplinger & Habermeier, 1995). Journal-
ists of this newspaper draw mainly on the 
bridge-builder and trust-builder frames, 
though all six frames appear in the news-
paper itself, found in the published articles 
in that newspaper through statements by 
political actors (presented in Table 3). One 
journalist of this newspaper (Hans Sut-
er) also uses the influential imam frame. 
During phase 4 (naturalization), journal-
ists of St. Galler Tagblatt focus on making 
all positions of political actors visible, re-
searching them and pointing out contra-
dictions. In that phase, they did almost not 
frame themselves. In phase 3, Bekim Alimi 
served as a contact person and was inter-
viewed or referred to in the case of inter-
religious events or topics that concern the 
Muslim community (mosque, presidential 
election, lectures). In these contexts, the 
journalists framed Bekim Alimi. They tend 
to do so positively. We do find journalists 
from other newspapers who use the rad-
ical imam or deceiver frames. These tend 
to write for right newspapers, but also for 
20 Minuten, Blick online and Le Temps. 
One journalist of the leftish newspaper 
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TagesAnzeiger (Michael Meier) also used 
the radical imam frame, beside the bridge 
builder frame in articles about a new 
mosque in Wil or about Albanian imams 
(phase 3). Otherwise, Bekim Alimi was no 
topic in the TagesAnzeiger. 

The debate took mainly place in 
St. Galler Tagblatt. After that, Weltwoche 
and Basler Zeitung had by far fewer ar-
ticles, followed by the other newspapers 
and public broadcasting websites. When 
we look at the overall coverage of the de-
bate on Alimi (politicians and journal-
ists as speakers), it becomes clear that 
the St. Galler Tagblatt reported broadly 
(Table 3 and 4 together): Different actors 
were given a chance to speak, and differ-
ent frames were presented (Table 3). In the 
case of the Weltwoche this was different: 
The right-wing news magazine used only 
the deceiver and radical imam frames in 
its reporting. Thus, they also only reported 
about those politicians with these frames. 
The Basler Zeitung published broadly as 
well as pointed articles on Alimi.

6 Conclusion

We analyzed the shaping of the debate in 
the case of one imam. We were able to iden-
tify six different frames in the case of imam 
Bekim Alimi. Further studies could inves-
tigate whether these frames are also found 
in debates about other imams or whether 
other frames are used. Furthermore, we 
see that key events structure the fram-
ing of the debate and give certain frame 
sponsors the opportunity to promote their 
frames. Framing intensifies and broadens 
with the two key events; the opening of the 
Gotthard Base Tunnel establishes the rad-
ical imam frame, which subsequently ap-
pears from time to time in the third phase 
as well. Framing intensifies and broadens 
again with naturalization, where the influ-
ential imam and responsible Swiss citizen 
frames are established. We also see that 
the identified key factors (power, input 
activity, prominence) in frame building 
(Hänggli, 2012, 2020) are relevant factors: 
Those powerful or prominent actors who 
made an effort contributed to shaping the 

debate. When they speak out, the debates 
become more intense. Clearly, to become 
active seems to be particularly attractive 
for those political actors supporting the 
radical and deceiver frames, a rather neg-
ative framing. Saïda Keller-Messahli is also 
part of this group. By contrast, religious 
actors, who garner little attention, frame 
Alimi exclusively as bridge-builder. This 
frame is about peaceful coexistence and 
interreligious dialogue, with which these 
actors have an experience. We can note 
that the object of the debate, Bekim Alimi, 
is additionally a frame sponsor himself. In 
contrast to direct-democratic debates, we 
see that the framing of strategic actors is 
focused on their own perspective (not dia-
logically). However, the debate in the news 
media does not escalate and is diverse. 
Thus, it does not become a scandalous 
type of debate (Hänggli & van der Wurff, 
2019). What the factors are that explain 
why a debate escalates is something fur-
ther research needs to show. 

Mainly because of the St. Galler Tag
blatt, we found a variety of frames in the 
newspapers. In phase 4 (naturalization) 
and in the later part of phase 2 (Gotthard 
Base Tunnel), journalists mainly refrained 
from framing the debate themselves. Vari-
ous pro and con frames were made visible 
via political actors as speakers. A differ-
ent pattern is found in Basler Zeitung and 
Weltwoche in which journalists framed 
also in these phases. Even though local 
journalism is under pressure because of 
media crises, we see that also at the local 
level, still many journalists of St. Galler Zei
tung report on such key events. This might 
be different for ordinary events. 

Most of the time, we see diagnostic 
framing. This framing conceives “consen-
sus mobilization,” not “action mobiliza-
tion” (Klandermans, 1984, pp. 586–587). 
Simply put, the former facilitates agree-
ment whereas the latter fosters action, 
moving people from their living rooms 
to the streets. Thus, this debate is about 
imams and Islam and how a predomi-
nantly Western society wants to deal with 
it. Perhaps, as long as the common un-
derstanding is in the foreground, there is 
a struggle for the right approach, and the 
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discussion in the public sphere is import-
ant. It is only in the phases after the key 
events in which we also find prognostic 
(and once motivational) framing. Those 
are phases of orientation and broader dis-
cussion.
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1 Introduction

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are 
pivotal organizations in modern societies 
(Schäfer & Fähnrich, 2020). Over the past 
decades, the higher education sector has 
expanded considerably in countries across 
the world, with many newly founded col-
leges and universities and rapid increases 
in student enrollment and research out-
put. In addition, new public management 
reforms and a growing need for societal 
legitimation have led many HEIs to es-
tablish or enlarge their communication 
departments, pursue branding and repu-
tation management, and professionalize 
their communication efforts across various 
channels (Elken, Stensaker, & Dedze, 2018; 
Marcinkowski, Kohring, Fürst, & Friedrichs-
meier, 2014; Raupp & Osterheider, 2019; 
Schwetje, Hauser, Böschen, & Leßmöll-
mann, 2020; Vogler & Schäfer, 2020). Al-
though a growing body of literature has 
shed light on how HEIs engage in public re-
lations (PR) and science communication, 
we know little about how their communi-
cation has developed over time and in re-
lation to the fundamental transformations 
in higher education systems and the media 
landscape in recent years, decades, and 
even centuries (Daene kindt & Huisman, 
2020; Koenen & Meißner, 2019). Most ex-
isting sketches of such historical develop-
ments have focused on one country – as is 
typical for histories of PR in general (Raaz & 
Wehmeier, 2011) – and have been dedicat-
ed to the second half of the 20th century 
(Bühler, Naderer, Koch, & Schuster, 2007, 
pp. 25–32; Escher, 2001, pp. 13–22; Höhn, 
2011, pp. 118–129). In contrast, the early 

beginnings of university communication 
since the late 19th century and recent 
trends in the past decade have been little 
researched. This guest editorial and the 
contributions of this Thematic Section on 
Changing Communication of Higher Ed-
ucation Institutions address these gaps in 
research and together shed light on devel-
opments in different European countries, 
as well as in the U. S. 

2 The institutionalization of HEI 
communication: A historical sketch 

It has long been assumed that PR first 
emerged and was professionalized in the 
corporate sector before it spread to other 
sectors (Myers, 2021, pp. 20–22; Watson, 
2014). Accordingly, research into the his-
tory of PR has focused on the beginnings 
and developments of PR in companies, 
while “public relations practice outside 
corporate and political circles” (Myers, 
2021, p. 76) has been neglected. This ne-
glect has included university communi-
cation, which is typically understood as 
following the example of corporations 
and, thus, being shaped by a corporate 
logic (Bonfiglio, 1990, pp. 32–33; Rodnitz-
ky, 1967, p. 303). However, a few doctoral 
theses on the U. S. (Bonfiglio, 1990; Rod-
nitzky, 1967) and recent work on Germany 
(Koenen & Meißner, 2019) suggest that the 
beginnings of university communication 
preceded the widespread use of profes-
sional PR by companies, which challenges 
the “dominant model of managerialist cor-
porate orientation of PR history” (Watson, 
2014, p. 876).
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University PR can be traced back to 
the 17th century, when Harvard College 
established fundraising efforts, and other 
U. S. universities followed suit in subse-
quent decades (Myers, 2021, p. 80). Fund-
raising was still crucial in the 19th century, 
when higher education was exponentially 
growing and new universities were emerg-
ing (Myers, 2021, p. 81). While the demand 
for knowledge, academic education, and 
specialized workers by industry and so-
ciety was growing, only small segments 
of the U. S. population had contact with 
or personal connections to universities 
(Weerts, Freed, & Morphew, 2014, pp. 232–
233). This is where the promotion of cam-
pus life came in: “Campus calendars were 
filled with events promoting ceremony, 
pageantry, and large crowds, including 
newly established Founder’s days and 
Homecoming weekends” (Weerts et al., 
2014, p. 233). 

Publicity efforts began to evolve after-
wards, with the University of Wisconsin as 
the first HEI to publish a monthly journal 
in 1870 (Cutlip, 1995, p. 230). In 1896, this 
was supplemented by a biweekly bulletin 
sent out to journalists, mainly informing 
them about research conducted at the 
university and intended to create media 
attention, thereby improving fundraising, 
student recruitment, and the public repu-
tation of the university. Although the bul-
letin was well received by journalists and 
successful in sparking media attention, 
it was temporarily discontinued in 1898, 
showing that resources for university com-
munication were still volatile at that time 
(Cutlip, 1995, p. 230). In many cases, uni-
versity leaders were responsible for com-
munication activities and contributed to 
the public visibility of their universities, 
for instance, by organizing large-scale 
anniversary celebrations or creating pe-
riodicals for internal and external target 
groups, such as staff, students, alumni, 
and funders (Bonfiglio, 1990; Cutlip, 1995; 
Rodnitzky, 1967). Such periodicals could 
comprise inputs from university staff and 
were often compiled in the president’s of-
fice with the help of presidential assistants, 
faculty staff, or students (Cutlip, 1995; 
Rodnitzky, 1967). The president of the Uni-

versity of Chicago, William R. Harper, stat-
ed that his communication efforts were 
driven by two objectives: to secure public 
support for the university and to transfer 
scientific knowledge to society. His suc-
cess stimulated other university leaders to 
follow suit (Bonfiglio, 1990, pp. 28–29; Cut-
lip, 1995, pp. 233, 238).

However, as the 19th century drew to 
a close, the growing size of universities led 
to the emergence of a specialized, separate 
administrative staff beyond the president’s 
office (Bonfiglio, 1990; Esmond, 1959). 
Moreover, the increasing number of uni-
versities fueled competition for students 
and funding (Bonfiglio, 1990). At the same 
time, news media gained importance with 
the proliferation of newspapers and grow-
ing readerships (Bonfiglio, 1990; Turk, 
2000, pp. 12–13). News outlets showed an 
interest in reporting about campus life and 
research findings but often did not have 
sufficient means for comprehensive cov-
erage (Bonfiglio, 1990, p. 24). Due to these 
changes in the higher education and me-
dia sectors, a few U. S. universities relied 
on external agencies; that is, they hired a 
“publicity bureau to help them communi-
cate with the public” (Kummerfeldt, 1975, 
p. 6). Several U. S. universities established 
bulletins for journalists and institutional-
ized communication departments or con-
sidered such plans (Bonfiglio, 1990; Cutlip, 
1995, p. 231). The first communication 
department was founded at the University 
of Michigan in 1897, and later, more and 
more U. S. universities established com-
munication departments primarily con-
cerned with media relations (Bonfiglio, 
1990). This dynamic characterizing the in-
stitutionalization of university communi-
cation also resulted from mutual observa-
tions of HEIs, with the forerunners being 
contacted and asked about their commu-
nication practices and structures. In doing 
so, some universities realized that com-
petitors were already successful in pitch-
ing stories to newspapers about research, 
events, and decisions at the university, in 
influencing coverage (e. g., by providing 
facts and correcting misinformation), and 
in reducing negative press reports (Bonfi-
glio, 1990; Cutlip, 1995; Myers, 2021). Sim-
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ilar developments occurred in Germany 
at the beginning of the 20th century, with 
the first communication departments es-
tablished at the universities in Berlin and 
Leipzig (Koenen & Meißner, 2019). While 
the former was mainly focused on internal 
communication and student recruitment, 
the communication department at the 
University of Leipzig focused, in particu-
lar, on responding to journalistic inqui-
ries and creating press releases. However, 
compared to the U. S., communication 
efforts of German HEIs were rare and un-
common.

During the First World War, the total 
budget for communication departments 
at U. S. universities was still small. Efforts 
by communication personnel to obtain 
more resources and thus increase commu-
nication output were rejected due to a lack 
of funding; some of the existing communi-
cation structures and practices were even 
discontinued as a result of scarce resourc-
es due to the war (Rodnitzky, 1967, pp. 47–
48). However, university communication 
accomplished an important step in pro-
fessionalization and networking by found-
ing the “American Association of College 
News Bureaus” in 1917, later called the 
“American College Publicity Association” 
(1930) and the “American College Public 
Relations Association” (1946) (Bonfiglio, 
1990, pp. 36–37; Kummerfeldt, 1975, p. 7).

An early survey by Fine (1941) found 
that between the two World Wars, most 
U. S. universities established communi-
cation departments. Especially at larger 
universities, they became a standard fea-
ture (Bonfiglio, 1990, pp. 29, 36; Turk, 2000, 
p. 16). However, some smaller HEIs still 
lacked the resources required to employ 
communication practitioners and instead 
relied on university leaders to inform the 
public and create news releases (Grossley, 
1944, p. 339). Better-resourced universities 
also used new media technologies, such as 
film and radio, to diversify their communi-
cation practices and reach different target 
groups, such as (prospective) students and 
their parents, alumni, financial support-
ers, and the general public (Loper, 1960; 
Rodnitzky, 1967, pp. 243–244). While such 
communication practices became more 

common in the 1950s, early adopters in 
the 1920s already used new media to draw 
attention to campus life, teaching, and re-
search (Rodnitzky, 1967).

As higher education systems were re-
formed after the Second World War and 
had to rebuild their legitimacy, universities 
started to cooperate and, together, tried 
to earn the trust of society. Rather than 
promoting only one’s own organization, 
U. S. and German HEIs aimed to contrib-
ute to the legitimation of universities in 
their region or the higher education sys-
tem in general (Bonfiglio, 1990; Koenen & 
Meißner, 2019). An association of German 
university leaders agreed that HEIs should 
invest more resources to inform the public 
about their research and teaching, there-
by increasing public support and interest 
in higher education (Bühler et al., 2007; 
Escher, 2001; Höhn, 2011). However, in the 
German case, this was a long-term process 
with pronounced differences between 
universities (Koenen & Meißner, 2019).

With the 1960s came a “golden age” 
of higher education (Weerts et al., 2014, 
p. 241). Growing student numbers, new-
ly founded HEIs, and a growing demand 
for research resources brought about an 
intensification of university communica-
tion in Germany and the U. S. (Koenen & 
Meißner, 2019, p. 48; Nelkin, 1995, p. 128; 
Turk, 2000, p. 18; Weerts et al., 2014). How-
ever, most communication departments 
still had rather low personnel resources; in 
the U. S., universities typically employed 
three practitioners (Steinberg, 1966), and 
in Germany, typically one communication 
practitioner was employed (Höhn, 2011), 
with some on a part-time basis.

By the late 1960s and 1970s this flour-
ishing climate for university communi-
cation shifted, bringing many, and con-
siderable, challenges such as “uncertain 
economy, demographic changes, and loss 
of public confidence” (Weerts et al., 2014, 
p. 241). Student protests and “revolts swept 
throughout the United States” (Turk, 2000, 
p. 18) and Europe (Sauter-Sachs, 1992) 
and attracted strong media attention 
(Kummerfeldt, 1975). In response to this 
critical coverage and as a defense against 
such political pressure, communication 
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departments in German and UK universi-
ties were established or expanded (Bühler 
et al., 2007; Dyson, 1989; Escher, 2001; 
Koenen & Meißner, 2019). In the following 
years, some countries, such as the U. S., 
experienced declining student numbers 
or public debates centered around predic-
tions that student enrollment rates would 
decline in the future and employment 
prospects for graduates could become 
worse (Kummerfeldt, 1975; Weerts et al., 
2014). In other countries, such as Germa-
ny, HEIs faced growing student enrollment 
rates but declining allocations of state 
funds (Höhn, 2011; Koenen & Meißner, 
2019). Overall, higher education systems 
had to deal with negative media cover-
age, a lack of legitimacy, and precarious 
resources. News media stimulated dis-
cussion on the contributions of the higher 
education system to society and whether 
the funds invested in teaching could be 
justified (Weerts et al., 2014, pp. 241–242). 
This crisis of confidence was also fueled 
by “risky scientific-technical innovations 
such as nuclear power” (Peters, 2022 in 
this Thematic Section, p. 552; see also 
Escher, 2001). These developments have 
had different consequences for university 
communication. Some universities had to 
apply cost-cutting measures and decided 
to cut resources for their communication 
departments, while others strengthened 
their resources for communication to re-
gain trust and keep up with the increased 
competition for students (Kummerfeldt, 
1975; Saichaie & Morphew, 2014; Weerts 
et al., 2014).

The crisis of confidence later gave rise 
to the influential 1985 “The Public Under-
standing of Science” report published by 
the Royal Society in the UK, aiming, for in-
stance, to stimulate an “[i]mprovement of 
public relations work of scientific institu-
tions” (Göpfert, 2007, p. 216). Overall, the 
1980s and 1990s brought about significant 
changes in higher education in Western 
countries, with greater competition for 
students and increasingly scarce public 
funding (Bühler et al., 2007; Escher, 2001). 
New public management reforms pres-
sured HEIs to compete with one another 
and to “legitimize themselves by proving 

their efficiency and the societal relevance 
of their performance” (Fürst, Volk, Schäfer, 
Vogler, & Sörensen, 2022a in this Thematic 
Section, p. 519). The growing competition 
strongly revolved around student recruit-
ment, financial resources, and a good pub-
lic reputation, thereby increasing HEIs’ 
willingness to allocate more resources to 
public communication (Bonfiglio, 1990; 
Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 2012; Koenen & 
Meißner, 2019). Scientists also showed an 
increasing interest in the public commu-
nication of their research findings and 
public engagement more generally (Nel-
kin, 1995), contributing to the dissemina-
tion of knowledge and the reputation of 
their universities, but also strengthening 
a more decentralized communication. 
Many HEI communication departments 
still focused on media relations, such as 
by creating news releases or supporting 
scientists in their contacts with journalists 
and different publics (Peters, 2022 in this 
Thematic Section), but they also invested 
more resources in event management and 
marketing (Bonfiglio, 1990; Escher, 2001; 
Saichaie & Morphew, 2014). Moreover, 
their communication became increasing-
ly differentiated in terms of specific target 
groups, such as alumni (Bonfiglio, 1990). 
In the 1980s and 1990s the professionaliza-
tion of the field was also strengthened with 
the emergence of German and European 
networks of HEI communication practi-
tioners, such as the “Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
der Hochschulpressestellen” (Association 
of University Press Offices), the “Verein 
Pro Wissenschaft e. V.” (Association Pro 
Science e. V.), and EUPRIO (“European 
Universities Public Relations and Informa-
tion Officers,” today called: “European As-
sociation of Communication Professionals 
in Higher Education”) (Escher, 2001, p. 20).

In Germany, the size of HEI commu-
nication departments grew from typically 
two employees in the late 1970s (Höhn, 
2011, p. 123) to around three in the late 
1980s (Bühler et al., 2007, p. 29). Some 
communication departments were inven-
tive in emphasizing the need for more per-
sonnel resources. In cooperation with stu-
dents, communication practitioners at the 
University of Berne in Switzerland con-
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ducted an image study in 1987. Interviews 
with more than 300 citizens revealed that 
the majority did not perceive research as 
the main activity of the university. Almost 
all respondents expressed an interest in re-
ceiving more information about it. These 
results were then successfully used as ar-
guments to expand information services 
and hire additional staff members to create 
news and videos on research projects and 
findings (Sauter-Sachs, 1992, pp. 258–261). 
Although “[i]nstitutional image was always 
an important component of higher educa-
tion, […] this began to accelerate with the 
emergence of reputational rankings mark-
ing institutional prestige” (Weerts et al., 
2014, p. 247). Rankings stimulated HEIs 
to monitor one another in terms of repu-
tation, adopt practices of successful com-
petitors, and strengthen self-promotional 
communication activities (Friedrichsmei-
er & Fürst, 2012; Koenen & Meißner, 2019; 
Väliverronen, 2021).

3 Changing HEI communication in the 
past decade: Contributions of this 
Thematic Section

This Thematic Section takes up where this 
historical overview ends in its aim to reflect 
upon recent developments in HEI com-
munication. It presents four studies con-
ducted in Finland, Switzerland, and Ger-
many, as well as an invited essay by Hans 
Peter Peters. Together, these contributions 
demonstrate through three overarching 
themes – the impact of digital media, cen-
tralized and decentralized structures of 
communication, and dysfunctional effects 
in HEI communication – how HEI com-
munication has changed in recent years in 
Central and Northern Europe.

3.1 Increasing importance of digital 
media for HEI communication

Since the 2000s, a growing number of com-
munication practitioners (Bühler et al., 
2007; Marcinkowski et al., 2013) use var-
ious channels to increasingly communi-
cate to the public (e. g., Serong et al., 2017). 
They do so more and more online (for an 
overview Metag & Schäfer, 2019), via social 

networks like Twitter, Facebook, and Ins-
tagram, via video-sharing platforms like 
YouTube and TikTok, and via other digital 
formats. Three of the empirical studies in 
this Thematic Section focus on HEI com-
munication online, its characteristics, af-
fordances, and limitations.

Esa Väliverronen, Tanja Sihvonen, Sal-
la-Maaria Laaksonen, and Merja Koskela 
(2022) reconstruct and analyze the crisis 
communication around a contentious 
university merger in Finland in 2017. By 
analyzing the communication around this 
issue until 2020, the authors show how so-
cial media (and Twitter in particular) were 
used by students and staff to voice their 
concerns about new, perceived-to-be qua-
si-corporate communication and to orga-
nize opposition to a new, rather top-down 
management style. They reconstruct how 
internal critiques became a wider debate 
on social media, eventually spread to leg-
acy media, and ended up on the national 
news, thus illustrating the workings of 
the contemporary hybrid media system 
for HEI communication. The authors also 
show how faulty communication man-
agement can damage the reputation of 
an emerging HEI and have real-life con-
sequences, as the communications and 
brand director was eventually replaced. 
These findings illustrate how communica-
tion “talks an HEI into being” and how this 
is an increasingly polyvocal process when 
accounting for social media, on which the 
central communication management and 
the university leadership are merely one 
voice among many.

Charmaine Voigt’s (2022) study zooms 
in on one of the stakeholders of this com-
municative construction, analyzing stu-
dent-produced college television in Ger-
many and its presence on social media 
before and during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Similar to Väliverronen et al. (2022), 
she finds that social media have become 
a relevant arena of HEI communication 
in general and for the distribution of stu-
dent-produced TV in particular. While the 
distributed content has decreased in vol-
ume as a result of the pandemic, the col-
lege television stations reconsidered their 
social media strategy.



464 Fürst et al., Guest Editorial / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.3 (2022), pp. 459–469

Kaisu Koivumäki and Clare Wilkin-
son (2022) complement these findings by 
exploring the factors motivating Finnish 
researchers to communicate their science 
to non-academic audiences, primarily 
via social media and blogging. Based on 
a qualitative analysis of semi-structured 
interviews with 17 researchers and 15 
communication professionals conducted 
in 2017, the authors find a gap between 
those that are familiar with digital spaces 
and willing and able to participate in sci-
ence communication online and via social 
media, and colleagues who are either not 
willing or unable to communicate using 
these digital platforms. The authors con-
clude that HEIs will profit from cautiously 
implementing measures that encourage 
researchers to communicate about their 
science, methods, and results online.

While each of the three articles pres-
ents and discusses different aspects of 
online and social media communication, 
together they highlight the importance of 
digital media in and for HEI communica-
tion, while also pointing out that this im-
portance is not increasing linearly.

3.2 Changing structures of HEI 
communication

This Thematic Section also focuses on the 
changing communicative structures and 
resulting exchanges between the central 
and decentral levels of communication at 
HEIs. Some scholars have observed first 
signs of decentralization of HEI communi-
cation (Entradas, 2022), challenging the of-
ten diagnosed trend toward centralization 
of HEI communication (Elken et al., 2018; 
Marcinkowski et al., 2014) and allowing 
for a new perspective in which communi-
cation at different levels of HEIs coexists. 
As Hans Peter Peters (2022, p. 554) points 
out in his invited essay, “[u]niversities host 
many public communicators that are not 
legitimized to speak for the whole organi-
zation, but are still perceived as voices of 
the university, and thus will contribute to 
shaping its public image.” All four studies 
in this Thematic Section contribute to the 
analysis of these developments. 

Voigt’s (2022) standardized surveys 
and qualitative social media analysis of 

college television in Germany illustrate 
the structural and communicative foun-
dations of this development. She demon-
strates how digital technologies offer new 
possibilities for actors with scarce resourc-
es – such as students –, thus broadening 
the opportunities for potential decentral 
communicators within HEIs. Voigt calls for 
more research analyzing the interplay of 
college television and central communica-
tion departments in HEIs.

Koivumäki and Wilkinson (2022) used 
qualitative interviews with Finnish re-
searchers and communication profession-
als to assess what they perceive as effective 
measures for encouraging decentral sci-
ence communication. Their results show 
similarities and differences between these 
two groups. Institutional measures, such 
as reward systems and financial compen-
sation, find little support among research-
ers but are seen as desirable by some com-
munication professionals. Researchers, 
on the one hand, feel that such measures 
conflict with their intrinsic motivation to 
communicate their science to non-ex-
pert audiences. On the other hand, some 
communication professionals favor such 
mechanisms and do not object in prin-
ciple. Instead, this group sees practical 
questions concerning the design and val-
idation of such reward systems and finan-
cial compensation mechanisms as hurdles 
to implementation. 

As put forth by Koivumäki and Wilkin-
son (2022), a better understanding of the 
rationales of different actors in HEIs can 
help advance the restructuring of HEI 
communication in a way that also results 
in the desired outcomes. They suggest that 
creating a climate of approval for online 
science communication with the public 
is an effective way to get researchers to 
communicate beyond academia online. 
Such a cultural change is seen as the main 
responsibility of academic leadership 
backed by communication departments at 
the central level. Thus, the authors find en-
couragement for a system change toward 
more continuous rewarding of research-
ers’ individual science communication ef-
forts. The authors also find a slow yet pro-
nounced change in the role conceptions of 
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scientists. Scientists and communication 
professionals alike see communication 
with the public as an increasingly import-
ant task, which should eventually become 
anchored as part of the core tasks of being 
a scientist and thus encouraged by institu-
tions.

While the two studies from Finland 
examine the practices of HEI communi-
cation, Silke Fürst, Sophia Charlotte Volk, 
Mike S. Schäfer, Daniel Vogler, and Isabel 
Sörensen (2022a) focus on changes in HEI 
communication at the organizational level 
in Switzerland, as assessed by HEI leader-
ship. The authors find that several chang-
es have occurred during the past decade, 
including a strong trend toward diversified 
communication using an increasing num-
ber of communication channels to cater to 
more target groups. Notably, the authors 
also show that central communication 
departments are perceived to have an in-
creasing influence on the communication 
of other HEI members, likely including 
decentral communication teams. Fürst 
et al. (2022a) also identify, albeit to a lesser 
degree, a trend toward an increased influ-
ence of HEI communication departments 
on strategic decision-making at the lev-
el of the entire organization. The authors 
also show, for example, that HEI leaders 
who value public reputation building and 
perceive a competition between HEIs for 
this reputation assess more and stronger 
changes in the central communication of 
their organization than others. These find-
ings illustrate that the orientation toward 
public reputation and competition are 
driving forces of change in HEI communi-
cation. 

3.3 Dysfunctional trends in HEI 
communication

Finally, the articles in this Thematic Sec-
tion emphasize unintended and partly 
dysfunctional effects of recent changes in 
HEI communication. These can be traced 
back to changes in the larger media eco-
system but also to HEI leaders’ and po-
litical actors’ changing expectations, as 
discussed by Fürst et al. (2022a) and Väliv-
erronen et al. (2022) with respect to the 
new public management reforms. 

Peters (2022), drawing on numerous 
similar diagnoses from the past few de-
cades, emphasizes that the public com-
munication efforts of many HEIs have 
moved toward a corporate model. Like 
other scholars before him, he argues that 
this trend can lead to clashes with the 
normative foundation of other models 
of science communication, for example, 
when HEIs uncritically promote organi-
zational developments and achievements 
to boost public reputation, exaggerate the 
findings of studies conducted in-house, or 
do not disclose their limitations and sci-
entific uncertainties (Fürst, Volk, Schäfer, 
Vogler, & Sörensen, 2022b; Sumner et al., 
2014; Weingart, 2017). The study by Fürst 
and colleagues (2022a) in this Thematic 
Section illustrates this development: In 
Switzerland, most HEI leaders see the cre-
ation of a good image and a positive public 
reputation as one of the main goals of their 
organization.

The alleged move toward a corpo-
rate model of HEI communication car-
ries additional risks, as the articles also 
show. Väliverronen and colleagues (2022) 
demonstrate that failure to acknowledge 
the specificities of HEIs and adhere to the 
specific values underlying higher educa-
tion and universities can result in substan-
tial reputation damage and conflict with 
staff and students. The article illustrates 
that corporate marketing processes and 
principles do not easily translate to the 
higher education sector. The findings of 
Väliverronen et al. (2022) and Fürst et al. 
(2022a) suggest that HEI leadership push-
ing toward image and reputation building 
could become a considerable challenge 
for HEI communication in the future. 

The articles in this Thematic Section 
also show that new digital possibilities for 
science communication and HEI leaders’ 
increasing expectations to communicate 
with the public can be challenging for in-
dividual communicators. Although HEI 
leadership sees public communication of 
science as important for universities, as 
Fürst et al. (2022a) show, individual sci-
entists often are not rewarded for such 
work or do not see it as part of their jobs. 
Koivumäki and Wilkinson (2022) reveal 
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that science communication is frequently 
not planned and not accounted for in the 
organization of research teams, project 
proposals, and working plans. Therefore, 
researchers often do it during extra hours, 
partly unpaid, and do not benefit directly 
from it for their careers. If public commu-
nication by researchers is seen by HEIs as 
an important aspect of communication, 
HEIs must recognize and value it accord-
ingly, taking the so-called “third mission” 
seriously at the highest level.

4 Outlook

The studies in this Thematic Section em-
phasize the need to investigate intended 
and unintended effects of HEI communica-
tion and how it is affected by new technol-
ogies and societal changes. In this regards, 
special attention should also be given to 
the decentralization and centralization 
hypotheses. Is the expansion of central 
communication departments linked to a 
growing influence on how the whole or-
ganization communicates in public? Or is 
the simultaneous increase in communica-
tion resources and staff in decentral units, 
such as research institutes, an indication 
of a shift from centralization to decentral-
ization in HEI communication? If so, what 
role do digital communication tools play? 
We also need more research on the func-
tional or dysfunctional effects that come 
with changes in HEI communication, thus 
taking the specificities and characteristics 
of HEI communication into account. As 
an extension of this logic, we see a grow-
ing need for research on the transferability 
of organizational communication “ideals” 
and models borrowed from other types of 
organizations. Such an approach, howev-
er, needs to be informed by the historical 
development of university communica-
tion since its early beginnings in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. In analyzing the public 
communication of HEIs from a historical 
perspective and by tracing developments 
with various methods and across coun-
tries, “much is revealed about the chang-
ing role of higher education in society” 
(Bonfiglio, 1990, p. 6). Strengthening this 

line of research would not only provide a 
better understanding of the specifics of 
HEI communication but could also pro-
vide valuable guidance for practitioners of 
HEI communication and help counteract 
dysfunctional effects.
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Abstract
The changing media landscape and proliferation of social media potentially increase agency amongst re-
searchers to communicate individually. It also points to a need for studying science communication at an 
organisational level to understand how science communication activities can be collectively organised to 
have a substantial impact. Despite these changes, there are ongoing questions regarding the perceived 
value of science communication and the ways in which it can receive institutional support in credit-driven 
academic cultures. Therefore, this study set out to explore how incentives relate to researchers’ communi-
cation activity and how these can be influenced by digital communication contexts. This article presents a 
qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews with 17 researchers and 15 communication professionals 
in Finland. Results indicate that academic leaders are in the key position to support organisational science 
communication culture, and their acknowledgement for science communication can be more effective than 
encouragement from in-house communication staff. This suggests that there may be a key gap vis-à-vis 
training in science communication and engagement which is targeted towards scientific and organisational 
leaders. The results also imply there is enduring value in communication activities featuring in periodical 
performance evaluation and that analytic data from digital media endeavours can form an intrinsic reward.

Keywords
science communication, organisational communication, communication management, institutional leader-
ship, digitalisation, researchers, communication professionals, evaluation

1 Introduction

In the changing media landscape and 
with the proliferation of social media, re-
searchers are increasingly expected to 
communicate their research, including in 
online contexts. Whilst communication 
on social media allows for direct and visi-
ble interaction with stakeholders, it drives 
changes in the roles and practices of re-
searchers, for example in offering a range 
of communication media at an individual 
level (Koivumäki, Koivumäki, & Karvonen, 
2020). This potentially increases agency 
amongst researchers to communicate in-
dividually (Koivumäki & Wilkinson, 2020) 
but also points to the need to study sci-
ence communication at an organisational 
level (Autzen & Weitkamp, 2020; Schäfer & 
Fähnrich, 2020). Consequently, it is im-
portant to understand how science com-

munication activities could be collective-
ly organised both beyond (Besley, 2020) 
and / or within research organisations 
(Fecher & Hebing, 2021; Rose, Markow-
itz, & Brossard, 2020) to have a substantial, 
cumulative impact, as well as increasing 
understanding of individual roles within 
such settings. There has also been schol-
arly interest in the role of communication 
professionals and leaders in fostering a 
culture of public engagement (Besley, 
Garlick, Fallon Lambert, & Tiffany, 2021; 
Gascoigne & Metcalfe, 1997; NAS, 2018), 
which may or may not include the use of 
social media amongst staff and leaders. 

Digital transformation has created 
new questions for science communication 
researchers, but there are also continuities 
within scientific enterprises’ organisa-
tional and institutional communication 
approaches (Autzen & Weitkamp, 2020; 
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Kjellberg & Haider, 2019). These include 
continuing questions around the per-
ceived value of science communication 
as well as the ways in which science com-
munication achieves institutional support 
(Ho, Looi, Leung, & Goh, 2020; Milani, 
Ridgway, Wilkinson, & Weitkamp, 2020; 
Rose et al., 2020).

Previous literature has pointed to var-
ious ways in which institutions value and 
encourage researchers’ public communi-
cation efforts, including approaches taken 
to incentivise communication efforts as 
part of science’s systems of reward, whilst 
also highlighting gaps in recognition (Cas-
ini & Neresini, 2012; Davies, 2018; Ho et al., 
2020; Llorente & Revuelta, 2020; NAS, 2018; 
Poliakoff & Webb, 2007; Regan & Henchion, 
2020; Roedema, Rerimassie, & Kupper, 
2020; Rose et al., 2020; Szudi, Degli-Espos-
ti, Bartar, & Tulin, 2020). Motivations such 
as enjoyment and benefits from engage-
ment are intrinsic to individual research-
ers and strong predictors of participation. 
On the other hand, extrinsic rewards such 
as prizes, financial incentives and grants, 
though offering some recognition, can be 
problematic in their relationship with re-
searchers’ sense of intrinsic obligation and 
personal motivation for public communi-
cation (Entradas, Marcelino, Bauer, & Le-
wenstein, 2019). 

In an academic culture, which can be 
perceived as credit-driven and demanding 
rewards for any type of contribution made 
(Sugimoto, Work, Larivière, & Haustein, 
2017), various mechanisms now also seek 
to capture communication as a measure 
of impact (Townsend & Wilkinson, 2021; 
Wilkinson, 2019). Researchers have been 
found to be in favour of societal impact 
being part of research evaluations, and 
therefore “it makes sense to examine how 
evaluation policies for societal impact 
might affect researchers’ communication 
behavior” (Fecher & Hebing, 2021, p. 15) in 
conjunction with intrinsic rewards.

It is therefore important to continue 
to understand how higher education insti-
tutions (HEIs) and state research institutes 
influence and inform the underlying moti-
vations of their relevant actors, in this case 
researchers and communication profes-

sionals, to participate in communication, 
including at an individual level. In chang-
ing organisational and digital contexts, this 
article explores the potential impact and 
interplay of different formal and informal 
forms of incentivising researchers’ com-
munication activities and the perspectives 
of researchers and communication profes-
sionals towards these incentives. We seek 
to answer the following question:

 Research Question: What are the formal 
and informal organisational and insti-
tutional incentives that may influence 
researchers’ digital and social media 
communication activity?

As its focus, this article examines an in-
ter-organisational research project in 
Finland, where digital science commu-
nication activities such as blogging and 
tweeting by researchers and their affiliated 
academic organisations formed a central 
component. 

The researchers and communication 
professionals were collaborating in this 
joint research project, whilst they also par-
ticipated in other projects and were affili-
ated to their different academic organisa-
tions. The participants’ multiple academic 
affiliations and communities provided 
access to a range of situations in relation 
to organisational cultures in HEIs – in 
this case research universities – as well 
as in public state research institutes1 and 
allowed for the exploration of varying in-
centives for communication and impact 
beyond a single organisation (Roedema 
et al., 2020). 

The increasing importance of science 
communication in HEIs has resulted in 
a growing investment in the community 
of science communication professionals 
who have varying roles (Schwetje, Haus-
er, Böschen, & Leßmöllmann, 2020), in-
cluding those who are actively motivating 
researchers to participate in science com-
munication online. The communication 
professionals in HEIs and in state research 

1 For information regarding higher education 
and research in Finland, see https://okm.fi/
en/heis-and-science-agencies.
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institutes can therefore bring useful obser-
vations on science communication, and 
organisational cultures, including in dig-
ital contexts. Their perspectives are also 
relatively underexplored when compared 
to scientists and researchers (Milani et al., 
2020). 

For the purposes of this article, we see 
offline and online science communication 
as a continuum influencing each other as 
opposed to a dichotomy (Roedema et al., 
2020), but we are interested primarily in 
digital and social media science commu-
nication activities in the results we report 
here. In the literature, the terms “organi-
sations” and “institutions” are often used 
interchangeably. In this article, “institu-
tional” refers to overall norms of science, 
and “organisational” refers to the specific 
structural conditions within a scientific 
organisation, though we also understand 
there exist relationships between these 
contexts.

2 Literature review

Although “scientists’ public communica-
tion efforts play an increasingly import-
ant role in shaping perceptions and sup-
port for science and public institutions” 
(Rose et al., 2020, p. 1276), research on 
science communication in organisation-
al contexts, such as HEIs, has only re-
cently started to emerge (Marcinkowski, 
Kohring, Fürst, & Friedrichsmeier, 2014). 
Schäfer and Fähnrich (2020) suggested an 
“organisational turn” is needed in science 
communication research, which they take 
to include actor-related, external public 
communication from scientific organisa-
tions and from researchers, embedded in 
organisational contexts.

Our study aligns with the scope of 
Schäfer and Fähnrich’s (2020) concept of 
“organisational science communication” 
since we were interested in communica-
tion both from and within organisations. 
This perspective of communication from 
organisations can refer to the planned and 
strategic communication activities that 
take place from scientific organisations 
and via their researchers and profession-

als. Communication within science or-
ganisations focuses on the ways in which 
formal and informal practices and organ-
isational culture embed communication 
within an organisation. 

2.1 The role of the individual in the 
organisational use of digital and 
social media

Currently, the meanings of organisation-
al science communication and science 
public relations are debated (e. g., Entra-
das et al., 2020; Schäfer & Fähnrich, 2020). 
Weingart and Joubert (2019) argue that 
academic organisations, such as HEIs and 
scientific institutions, are subjected to 
market-oriented competition for public 
funds, which results in profound effects 
on how science is communicated. In their 
view, the quest for visibility to attract po-
tential funding and resources has become 
so dominant that the scientific community 
fails to differentiate between educational 
and promotional communication modes. 
This poses a risk to the very integrity of sci-
ence and its communication (Weingart & 
Joubert, 2019) particularly when conduct-
ed online (Weingart & Guenther, 2016). 

There is therefore an increasing need 
to understand how and whether the wide 
range of digital communication platforms 
that are now available, such as sites for 
blogs and microblogs, has changed the 
way researchers and scientists share scien-
tific insights with the public, and whether 
an organisational role features in this en-
gagement. Autzen and Weitkamp (2020, 
p. 468) suggest such new digital formats 
are changing the culture of organisational 
“actorhood”, whereby the “communica-
tion of research findings becomes essen-
tial, not just to the constitution of the in-
dividual research organization but to the 
constitution of science as a social institu-
tion; the scientist becomes a central actor 
in both contexts.”

Beyond academia, this is resulting 
in some organisations viewing their em-
ployees as resourceful boundary spanners 
online, with expectations on employees 
acting as communicators growing to the 
extent where this is no longer voluntarily 
but a norm (Madsen & Verhoeven, 2019). 
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Concurrently, organisations may also have 
challenges in multilevel communication 
for organisational interests (Schäfer & 
Fähnrich, 2020), for example pushing em-
ployee advocacy online might backfire if 
employees come across as less personally 
authentic in representing their organi-
sational settings (Madsen & Verhoeven, 
2019). 

Despite increasing expectations for 
online communication, digital and so-
cial media can have a poor reputation 
amongst scientists and researchers (En-
tradas et al., 2020) and rank low in a re-
searcher’s perceptions of their profession-
al duties. Reasons why social media have 
not been fully accepted within academia 
include its undefined practices and un-
spoken cultural codes of participation 
(König, 2020). It is likely that not all schol-
ars will feel comfortable performing new 
digital roles (Grand, Holliman, Collins, & 
Adams, 2016). As such, it can form a ser-
endipitous aspect of researchers’ commu-
nication plans rather than being strategic 
or planned (Wilkinson & Weitkamp, 2013). 
Social media can be seen as channels that 
lack quality control, with questions raised 
over trust in the platforms (Weingart & 
Guenther, 2016; Weingart & Joubert, 2019). 
Performance and impact measures using 
“altmetrics” on social media encourage 
communication to gain quantified atten-
tion, which may erode the norms govern-
ing science communication (Weingart & 
Guenther, 2016; Weingart & Joubert, 2019). 
Researchers also describe being unable 
to find the time to invest in social media, 
which also suggests a low prioritisation of 
such activities and limited organisation-
al support or reward for time invested in 
social media (Collins, Shiffman, & Rock, 
2016; Regan & Henchion, 2020). 

Nevertheless, platforms such as Twit-
ter may serve as a significant interaction 
arena for so cietal elites in countries where 
media consumption is high and increas-
ing, particularly online as in Finland 
(Strandberg & Carlson, 2021).

2.2 Institutional value of public 
engagement on digital and social 
media 

Whilst the use of online channels increas-
es, researchers, HEIs and state research 
institutes face challenges as organisations 
may lack the underlying structures, cul-
ture and institutional support required for 
digitalised approaches to communication. 
Research organisations are not directly 
or easily comparable with other types of 
organisations, and the way in which re-
searchers operate within the wider scien-
tific culture of academia is likely to lead to 
organisational tensions for communica-
tion activities (Schwetje et al., 2020), par-
ticularly when many practices in commu-
nication can lead to a complex balance of 
both interdependence and autonomy (Da-
vies & Horst, 2016). Researchers continue 
to have a strong sense of academic auton-
omy and a desire to choose what to repre-
sent. Add to this a desire for recognition; 
Watermeyer and Rowe (2022) highlight 
that research organisations are now fre-
quently “prestige economy” driven, where 
prestige is primarily associated with re-
search income generation and publication 
in high profile journals. Whilst the service 
missions within which communication 
and engagement might be categorised has 
low prestige. Thus, recognition for public 
engagement and science communication 
(Gascoigne & Metcalfe, 1997) remains low, 
potentially limiting science communica-
tion’s role in the prestige making of organ-
isations, as its benefits and visibility may 
not be clear (Watermeyer & Rowe, 2022). 

When the assessment of the quality of 
a researcher’s work is also often connect-
ed to the credit-driven academic reward 
system that necessitates the tracking of 
scholarly activities (Sugimoto et al., 2017), 
absence among those rewarded activities 
may lead to some activities (such as digit al 
communication) being treated as less seri-
ous academic undertakings. In 2015, Mc-
Clain and Neeley suggested that the calls 
for enhanced digital science communica-
tion must focus on the return on invest-
ment of communication efforts: they must 
be valued, measured and manageable, and 
this return seems particularly pertinent at 
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the organisational level, where such bene-
fits might be missed. 

Organisational science communi-
cation culture has been lacking (Bucchi, 
2013; Claessens, 2014), and recognition 
and encouragement at the highest level 
that is actively promulgated through re-
search organisations has long been war-
ranted (Gascoigne & Metcalfe, 1997; NAS, 
2018). Organisational and PR departments 
may influence researchers’ media efforts, 
for example, as PR professionals more fre-
quently request news items, the effect of 
scientists complying with these requests 
increases (Marcinkowski et al., 2014). 
However, according to Watermeyer and 
Rowe (2022), the professional era of public 
engagement has not been able to mobilise 
substantive attitudinal shifts towards its 
undertaking or leadership within universi-
ties. Instead, cultural / organisational lead-
ership often remains inseparably linked to 
academic seniority and the professoriate, 
whilst communication and engagement 
leadership is segregated and seen to have 
a lesser role (Watermeyer & Rowe, 2022). 
Researchers and scientific leaders in or-
ganisations can foster a culture that val-
ues public engagement by, for example, 
communicating the value of engagement 
through their own actions (Besley et al., 
2021) but this may not be present in all 
HEIs and state research institutes. 

2.3 Formal and informal incentives
Williams (2020) has explored the forms of 
worth and value underpinning research 
cultures and practices, connecting and 
exploring mechanisms for evaluation with 
research impacts. Williams (2020) states 
that there is a need for analysis that ac-
counts for formal evaluative structures 
(e. g., incentives, rewards and assessments 
within organisations), how these struc-
tures relate to and reproduce informal 
values and cultures as to the role of certain 
activities, and how they are combined to 
contribute to the production of knowl-
edge. 

Such formal incentives encompass 
much of what is considered as part of the 
reward system for research organisations 
guiding researchers’ activities, including 

financial incentives, promotions and an-
nual reviews. A significant amount of the 
existing research literature refers to the 
need to structurally change such reward 
systems to compensate for the time re-
searchers spend participating in science 
communication and engagement activi-
ties, as well as to have it better recognised 
in their career development (Gascoigne & 
Metcalfe, 1997; Llorente & Revuelta, 2020; 
NAS, 2018; Roedema et al., 2020; Szudi 
et al., 2020). 

Beyond formal rewards, informal 
incentives and intrinsic motivation can 
contribute to the establishment of tacit 
inferences (Williams, 2020), self-efficacy 
and socialisation within academia (NAS, 
2018). This is important as, if communi-
cation activities are not being valued by 
researchers’ peers and superiors, orienta-
tion toward them may not be developed 
(NAS, 2018). This can be accentuated in 
digital settings where online science com-
munication activities aimed at a general 
audience can also be viewed by peers (Ro-
edema et al., 2020). Thus, Roedema et al. 
(2020) state that the digital sphere increas-
es the interlinked, complicated influences 
on scientists and researchers when com-
municating. 

There are signs of science communi-
cation starting to be included as a minor 
criterion in researchers’ contracts, propos-
als and promotion criteria by some organ-
isations and funding bodies (Llorente & 
Revuelta, 2020) and that social media 
scholarship may also be considered (NAS, 
2018). However, it is not currently known 
how widespread these incentives are and 
what their impact is (Llorente & Revuel-
ta, 2020). Empirical investigation of such 
steering effects in HEIs and other research 
institutions is seen to be crucial “to in-
form the design and implementation of 
research evaluation methods to facilitate 
constructive outcomes without introduc-
ing new biases into the system” (Williams, 
2020, p. 200). 

Thus, it is important to further in-
terpret the dynamics of the relevant or-
ganisational and institutional incentives, 
formal and informal, and their potential 
impacts on researchers’ activities as well 
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as how communication professionals view 
these, in order to better understand organ-
isational contexts for science communica-
tion and the role of digital and social me-
dia communications.

3 Data and methods

This article presents a qualitative analysis 
of semi-structured face-to-face interviews 
with 17 researchers and 15 communica-
tion professionals conducted in 2017. As 
the study was focused on researchers’ and 
communication professionals’ views, an 
in-depth interview method was deemed 
appropriate to elicit rich, descriptive ac-
counts of their perceptions, understand-
ings and interpretations (Mason, 2004). 
Thematic analysis was used to identify and 
analyse patterns of meaning and the ways 
broader social contexts impinge upon 
those meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

3.1 Research context and design 
All interviewees were collaborators in the 
BCDC Energy Research project (2015–
2021) which involved five academic or-
ganisations in Finland and was funded 
by the Strategic Research Council (SRC) 
at the Academy of Finland. This context 
is illustrative for the international trend 
of competitive research funding focusing 
resources on myriads of temporal research 
projects, one of the many social and eco-
nomic contexts that are altering the struc-
tures of academic organisations with ef-
fects on communication (Davies & Horst, 
2016). The project’s funder (https://www.
aka.fi/en/strategic-research/) is amongst 
other international research policy regula-
tors who provide funding to research proj-
ects aimed at finding solutions to grand 
societal challenges. During the course of 
the funded projects, including the one in 
focus, interaction with society is of key 
importance, and science communication 
aims at contributing to societal decision 
making on multiple levels. 

A pre-questionnaire, contextualising 
the interviews and the interview guide, 
was structured around topics on the aims, 
norms and values of communication and 

participation, and organisational support 
for science communication. The pre-ques-
tionnaire and interview guide questions 
are provided in the supplementary materi-
al (pp. 1–3). The interviews formed a larger 
study, and other aspects of the organisa-
tional role of science communication have 
been reported (Koivumäki & Wilkinson, 
2020; Koivumäki, Koivumäki, & Karvonen, 
2021). The interview guide was developed 
on the basis of previous studies (e. g., 
Dudo, Kahlor, AbiGhannam, Lazard, & 
Liang, 2014; Kjellberg, 2010; McClain & 
Neeley, 2015; van Zoonen, Verhoeven, & 
Elving, 2014), and included questions re-
garding the different formal and informal 
ways of incentivising researchers’ com-
munication activities, including financial 
incentives and recognition in employee 
evaluation, as well as academic commu-
nity acknowledgment. The questions were 
similar for both groups but additional-
ly, researchers were asked more focused 
questions about institutional precondi-
tions for their communication processes, 
for example “When you write a popular-
ised science text, blog, tweet or alike: who 
/ what is the authority / authorities in your 
mind you’d prefer to approve your text?”. 
Interviewees were asked to consider their 
views from the project’s point of view, ex-
tending it towards the wider academic 
contexts in which they were based. 

The pre-questionnaire was not meant 
to function as quantitative data and as 
such, is not included in the present anal-
ysis. It served as a “provocation” for the 
interviews, and because the wording of 
the questionnaire could cause a prim-
ing effect where categories are implicitly 
implied by the questionnaire, the inter-
viewees were asked to talk through and 
discuss their pre-questionnaire answers in 
the interviews. Thus, whilst a sequence of 
questions was planned in advance to link 
to the pre-questionnaire and guide, the 
interviews still allowed flexibility to follow 
up on particular areas and for unexpect-
ed themes to emerge (Mason, 2004). This 
allowed the interview dialogues to follow 
the different interviewee’s perspectives, 
reflecting Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009, 
p. 18) argument that “the process of know-

https://www.aka.fi/en/strategic-research/
https://www.aka.fi/en/strategic-research/
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ing through conversations is intersubjec-
tive and social, involving interviewer and 
interviewee as co-constructors of knowl-
edge”. 

The research interviews were ethno-
graphic in the sense that they followed an 
ongoing relationship and contact in the 
field. The interviewer (first author: KK) 
was involved in the wider project, extend-
ing the possibilities for rapport between 
the parties (Mason, 2004) though it should 
be acknowledged that this meant some 
prior knowledge existed on the part of the 
interviewer. In a qualitative approach, the 
research aims for sensitivity over objectiv-
ity, recognising that professional knowl-
edge may blind or enable researchers to 
see connections within the data (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2015). Reflexivity also denotes ef-
forts to expose the social context in which 
knowledge is created (Sousa, 2010). There-
fore, to raise confidence in this study’s 
interpretations, the declaration of KK’s 
involvement with the group is acknowl-
edged. To avoid bias, a reflexive approach 
was employed throughout the study, for 
example, the interviews were conducted 
at the end of the interviewer’s involvement 
with the group, and her role was made 
clear and explicitly discussed at the begin-
ning of each interview. Furthermore, de-
velopment of the analysis and article with 
a co-author (second author: CW), who had 
no involvement with the BCDC project, 
sought to allow for an additional degree of 
validity.

3.2 The interviewees
All interviewed researchers (n = 17) had 
participated in the joint research proj-
ect’s communication activities, including 
tweeting and blogging. Their fields includ-
ed the sciences (n = 3), social sciences and 
humanities (n = 3, SSH), economics (n = 5) 
and information technology (n = 6, IT). 
They were affiliated with research uni-
versities or state research institutes and 
their academic status ranged from PhD 
students to professors, comprising five na-
tionalities.

The interviewed communication pro-
fessionals (n = 15) represented all of the in-
terviewed researchers’ affiliated research 

universities (n = 5) and state research insti-
tutes (n = 5), as well as interviewees from 
a peer project (n = 1), a strategic partner 
(n = 1), associated science communication 
agency (n = 1), funding body (n = 1) and 
the Finnish government (n = 1). The inter-
views, held during June–August 2017, last-
ed an average of nearly two hours (54–132 
minutes) and were held at the interview-
ees’ place of work or in workplace coffee 
rooms.

3.3 Analysis
All interviews were conducted and audio- 
recorded by one author (KK), two of them 
as video calls. The interviews were tran-
scribed verbatim by an assistant. Working 
systematically with the data set, the qual-
itative data analysis was managed using 
the NVivo software package. The article 
employs the latent level of thematic anal-
ysis to examine the underlying ideas to 
interpret, organise and make interconnec-
tions between themes, with conclusions 
drawn from across the whole analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analyses 
can be used for a more deductive or more 
inductive analytic process on a continuum 
where the inductive analysis is grounded in 
the data, but not conducted in a theoreti-
cal vacuum (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Coding 
of the formal incentives of science com-
munication activity was anticipated from 
the research literature. The emergent pat-
terns of the informal incentives of science 
communication were more inductively 
analysed. A dual process took place where 
firstly we identified the incentives of im-
portance to the interviewees. Secondly, we 
employed thematic analysis at the latent 
level to examine the underlying rationales 
and interconnections between themes 
and the existing literature (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Description of the themes result-
ing from the analysis is provided in the 
supplementary material (Table 2). Coding 
was understood as an active and reflexive 
process, with no one correct procedure, 
and the authors did not seek to determine 
the reliability of the coding frame with in-
ter-rater reliability scores (Braun & Clarke, 
2021). Additionally, a mixed analysis was 
carried out incorporating qualitative con-
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tent analysis with frequency values (Vais-
moradi & Snelgrove, 2019) as presented in 
the following results section. 

4 Results

In this article, we present the different 
forms of incentivising researchers’ com-
munication activities, including those 
which take place digitally, which were 
present in the interview data. The analysis 
of the interview data allowed us to identi-
fy two central themes and a series of sub-
themes outlined in Table 1 and described 
in more detail below. In the following sec-
tion, we analyse how the potential impacts 
of different forms of incentivising were 
identified, perceived and expressed by re-
searchers, followed by and compared with 
the communication professionals’ views.

4.1 Formal rewards
The “Rewards” theme and subsequent 
themes gathered quotes where the in-
terviewees discussed the formal science 
communication incentives that may in-
fluence researchers’ communication ac-
tivities, allowing us to identify motivations 
and deterrents underlying the dynamics of 
formal incentives. 

4.1.1 Personal financial benefits
The interviewees discussed the role that 
financial incentives might play in science 
communication activities. Many (n = 7) re-
searchers rejected the idea that additional 
personal financial benefits would incen-
tivise them to participate in science com-
munication. They regarded such financial 
bonuses as something strange that crosses 
or conflicts with their inherent sense of 
“duty” to communicate. Personal finan-
cial benefits could be perceived as a risk 
to the integrity of science communication. 

Table 1: Incentives and their potential impacts on researcher’s communication activity  
expressed by the researchers and communication professionals

Forms of incentives Researchers Communication professionals

Formal rewards

Personal financial benefits Rejection: would conflict with the sense  
of duty, create inequality, influence content
Indirect benefits could work 

Reservations: would conflict also with  
practicalities
Support: without real incentives commu-
nication professionals’ motivating remains 
ineffective

Employee evaluation Science communication has no or minor role 
in evaluation mechanisms
Mechanisms could be used to acknowledge 
science communication including online

Evaluation mechanisms that include science 
communication would support activity
When science communication is justified as 
official work it is not seen as an extra task

Acknowledging different capabilities Appreciation for different capabilities
May not be expected unanimously from all 
researchers
A team’s joint capacity to be used according 
to individual skills

Respect varying capabilities 
Observed good potential for researchers’ skills 
development

Informal community acknowledgement

Peer approval Desire for recognition for a popularised 
science post primarily from the academic 
community 

Producing digital science communication 
pieces ideally is a collaboration between 
researchers and communication professionals

Organisational culture Indifferent attitude towards science commu-
nication 
Occasional positive recognition

Indifferent attitude attributed to the newness 
of digital science communication
Attitudes divide the academic staff

Leaders Scientific leaders’ acknowledgement as a 
highly significant motivator for communication 
activity

Scientific leaders’ acknowledgement as 
crucial prerequisite for communication activity
Need to be explicit and lead by own example

Analytics The analytics of activities create a sense  
of connection and form of reward

The analytics combined with the leaders’ 
communication examples could be highly 
effective
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Personal benefits might also create organi-
sational conditions for inequality for those 
researchers that are not skilled in commu-
nications, or overly influence the type of 
content produced, and so there was some 
hesitancy in regard to this approach.

Then one might tweet just for money, I don’t 

think that a bonus would be a right or neces-

sary way to motivate science communication, 

and it feels unethical in relation to research 

ethics […]. I think that some level of science 

communication activity is part of our duties 

as researchers […]. Some researchers are not 

very good in science communication activ-

ities, and in a research group it wouldn’t be 

right to reward only those researchers that 

are advanced in communications. (Research-

er 20, IT, university)

I know that in other institutions they pay a 

couple of hundred euros for a researcher to 

write a blog about trivial topics for a maga-

zine, and I don’t think that advances science 

communication […]. Eventually, such bonus-

es might lead to controlling what is being writ-

ten. (Researcher 14, sciences, institute)

Once we had a weird bonus system, and at the 

end of the day, it felt rather stupid. (Research-

er 1, sciences, institute)

Two researchers did, however, discuss the 
way financial benefits offered in an indirect 
way could act as incentive that could be 
used for certain students and researchers: 

For example, for doctoral students […] the ex-

penses of their conference travel costs which 

can be a couple of thousand euros, that would 

be good money for a blog. The point is that 

science communication cannot be forced, it 

needs to be encouraged, but with what, I re-

ally can’t see any other incentives. (Research-

er 6, IT, university)

The communication professionals were 
more divided in their responses. Three of 
them strongly supported personal rewards 
to motivate researchers. Although success-
ful communication actions as such are 
seen to be rewarding by many research-
ers, these communication professionals 

perceived that concrete financial benefits 
could encourage more researchers to par-
ticipate. Without such serious incentives, 
it was felt the communication profession-
als’ attempts to motivate researchers into 
science communication may be ineffec-
tive. 

Some younger researchers ask why we don’t 

get any compensation, why not for instance 

a one-off bonus for successful communica-

tion to a wider target audience. This has led 

to discussions within our organisations and 

may well happen in the future. As a form of 

reward, we have also discussed, for example, 

covering an international research exchange 

period. (Communication professional 13, re-

search institute)

The rewarding must become legitimate in an 

official form, because without them science 

communication activity may not be demand-

ed or rewarded in a way that would benefit 

scientific careers. Without real incentives, sci-

ence communication motivational attempts 

congeal to just pottering around. (Communi-

cation professional 34, agency)

Both comments above suggest that any 
such payments may operate on a quid pro 
quo basis or in a way which has a level of 
transparency. Other communication pro-
fessionals (n = 3) had reservations regard-
ing the motivational effectiveness of per-
sonal financial benefits and the practical 
measurement of the amount and quality 
of communication, as well as practicali-
ties around the granting of such benefits 
in their organisations: “We have discussed 
this with researchers and for many ‘a fiver 
for a tweet’ wouldn’t make a difference”, 
communication professional 7 (research 
institute) stated. Communication profes-
sionals also shared the views expressed by 
a number of researchers that the financial 
benefits should not outgrow the intrinsic 
duty to communicate, which also reflects 
a commitment to the aim of increasing en-
lightenment via science communication, 
and a sense that personal financial bene-
fits could conflict with this.
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The bonus for science communication is 

blurring, and we have always wondered how 

would that be practically done. How would it 

be counted or given or what exactly could it 

be? In comparison, publication points are ea-

gerly collected, but we have no points to give 

other than a pat on the shoulder […]. I think 

if it [bonus] would be based on volume the 

quality may suffer, but how else could it be 

measured? (Communication professional 8, 

research institute)

The science communicator of the year nomi-

nation perhaps or some profile lift? I’m not at 

all sure about the financial rewards; would it 

be so important? […] It should not be the mo-

tivator; one should be motivated by the will to 

tell what one is researching. (Communication 

professional 15, university)

In the case of these communication pro-
fessionals, financial motivations would 
be challenging, and they pondered ways 
to credit the researchers’ efforts in a way 
deemed appropriate alongside other types 
of academic rewards. Highly effective are 
the publication credits, or “JUFO points” 
which refer to the Finnish classification 
(scale 0, 1–3) of publication channels 
(https://julkaisufoorumi.fi/en/faq-0). 
Publication points are a part of the na-
tional research quality assessment and 
have formal and informal impacts on an 
organisational unit’s profile, funding and 
the research staff’s activity. Professional or 
popular publications are not included in 
the classification or may get a weight co-
efficient of 0.1 in the basic funding appro-
priated from state funds to universities. 
These findings indicate that in the wider 
scientific sphere, beyond individual HEIs 
or state research institutes remits, this low 
weighting in terms of formal reward forms 
one key discouragement for science com-
munication activity as communication 
professional 8 described. 

4.1.2 Employee evaluation 
The researchers discussed public com-
munication being part of their annual de-
velopment discussion and working time 
allocation schemes. Five of them thought 
that such sections had no role, or a minor 

role, in their evaluation / performance ap-
praisals. In one organisation, social media 
communication in a professional capacity 
was mentioned in the evaluation sections. 
However, the researchers pointed out that 
systematic, periodical evaluation mech-
anisms are generally already in force for 
directing working duties and career devel-
opment in academic organisations, both 
HEIs and state research institutes, and that 
they could be used for acknowledging sci-
ence communication that is carried out, 
including online.

If science communication would take a day 

per month or more, it would need greater 

acknowledgement in working plans and as 

assigned tasks. But I wouldn’t force such allo-

cations to all the researchers, because some 

are not skilled in or willing to do science 

communication. But those that are interest-

ed should have the support and possibility 

to reserve science communication in their 

annual time allocation and working plans. In 

an indirect way that is already possible, and 

as an annual custom, I reserve a slot for writ-

ing popularised publications. But now I real-

ise that the slot could be used for this [blogs 

and social media posts], too. I mean that the 

mechanisms for acknowledging them already 

do exist. (Researcher 6, IT, university)

Of course, one harsh but effective way would 

be acknowledging science communication 

as part of the researchers’ work and perfor-

mance evaluation […]. Yeah, we surely must 

have something to measure, that’s the thing. 

But again that raises the question whether it 

really would be effective, and what exactly is 

effectiveness, the measured amount? (Re-

searcher 16, sciences, institute)

Researcher 6 and 16 highlighted the mech-
anisms that were already available, but 
again the possibility of practical and quali-
ty-based issues in introducing such recog-
nition and evaluation schemes is present.

The communication professionals 
more frequently (n = 8) and clearly thought 
that the organisations’ performance ap-
praisals for directing working duties that 
take into consideration science commu-
nication activities would support more 

https://julkaisufoorumi.fi/en/faq-0
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active science communication, including 
digitally. In these communication profes-
sionals’ views, if science communication is 
justified as an official part of the research-
ers’ work, it would not remain only an ex-
tra or optional task. 

Of course it encourages, then science com-

munication is measured, visible work, and 

then the researchers do it [science commu-

nication], and it’s a part of their evaluation. I 

think that’s essential and gives the prerequi-

sites together with the leaders’ support and 

the in-house culture. (Communication pro-

fessional 18, research institute)

4.1.3 Acknowledging different capabilities
Interestingly, ten of the researchers want-
ed, without prompting, to bring forth their 
appreciation for different researcher capa-
bilities. They noted that communication 
skills and motivation should not be ex-
pected unanimously from all researchers, 
also explaining that some will be uncom-
fortable with new digital unspoken codes, 
practices and roles or may restrict par-
ticipation online. They stressed that a re-
searcher may be highly skilled in conduct-
ing research while not in communications. 
In the researchers’ teams, a joint capacity 
could be combined with the individuals’ 
varying skills and the communication ac-
tions shared accordingly.

It shouldn’t be forced in a similar way to all. 

It just suits some better, they clearly know 

how to utilise and enjoy social media. While 

for others it may induce great deterrents. (Re-

searcher 11, economics, institute)

It would be total waste of resources to force 

the reluctant ones. Other researchers are will-

ing to present and for them it would be good 

to use it [social media]. Often, both types work 

in the same team, and the teams’ results could 

be communicated [by the willing research-

ers]. (Researcher 25, economics, university)

Many communication professionals 
(n = 4) agreed and in their answers a re-
spect for individually varying skills was 
clear, as captured in the view of commu-

nication professional 7 (research insti-
tute): “If standing in front of a camera is 
uncomfortable for a researcher, it will not 
benefit the researcher’s work, institute 
or organisation, while for others Twitter 
may work as a good platform to represent 
their research theme or project”. Two of 
the communication professionals added 
that when researchers become involved 
in communication training and activi-
ties, they often find it doable, enjoyable 
and find it inspiring to build confidence 
in their own skills. These communication 
professionals observed good potential for 
researchers’ skills development by taking 
such approaches. 

It needs to be done by one’s own terms and it 

may be different: blogging or speaking and so 

on […]. In the training, we provide a formu-

la of how to communicate, and by following 

that the researchers first gain self-efficacy, 

then they start to vary that formula and create 

their own ways and even enjoy communica-

tions. I’ve seen many researchers who earlier 

hated to be forced to talk that now are eager 

to present. Previously, there was no training 

in presentation skills and they feared making 

mistakes. (Communication professional 19, 

funding body)

To summarise, the impacts of the different 
ways of rewarding communication seem 
to indicate that the direct personal finan-
cial benefits may unfasten researchers’ 
inherent duty to communicate their work 
and induces many profound and practical 
complexities. Instead, as a more motivat-
ing form of incentivising, the interviewees 
recognise that the evaluation schemes 
available in both HEIs and state research 
institutes present a systematic possibil-
ity to support science communication, 
including online, by making it a visible 
and legitimate part of work routines and 
by encouraging skill development. The 
credit-driven academic system demands 
reward for contributions made, and the 
absence of obvious digital science commu-
nication recognition in academic crediting 
culture potentially discredits them further. 
These results suggest that to enhance the 
activities, it is necessary to consider how 
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to track them as scholarly acts. However, 
the interviewees highlighted the need to 
warrant consideration of quality issues in 
any evaluation practices and flexibility in 
the evaluation of different communication 
capabilities amongst researchers. This was 
considered possible when using new dig-
ital means that allow for varying use ac-
cording to individual preference. 

4.2 Informal community 
acknowledgement 

In the interviews, we also explored the po-
tential impacts of the informal forms of in-
centivising communication. The analysis 
allowed us to distinguish different ways in 
which the researchers’ science communi-
cation work was validated and motivated 
within the organisations as a form of com-
munity acknowledgement from peers, 
leaders and via organisational culture and 
analytics.

4.2.1 Peer approval
It is interesting to note that when asked 
about the writing process for a popula-
rised science text, blog, tweet or similar, 
researchers (n = 9) frequently discussed a 
desire for approval from their peers or su-
periors and the academic community at 
large, rather than necessarily the intended 
audience. This appeared to be because the 
researchers look to their colleagues’ pro-
fessional judgement, whilst also ensuring 
the scientific validity and accessibility of 
their writing in popularised accounts. 

To be completely honest, even though I think 

I would write in an accessible way that any lay 

person understands, in the back of my mind, 

writing a good piece that colleagues I esteem 

would appreciate would be my goal. (Re-

searcher 25, economics, university)

I don’t know the exact reasons, but I feel like 

writing a popular text is also a statement on 

my intellectual capacity. (Researcher 26, IT, 

university)

We see here how the researchers meet 
the many expectations of representing 
science in the online arena, protecting 
their academic reputation in their digi-

tal communications whilst balancing the 
complexities of interdependence (person-
al, organisational and institutional) and 
maintaining their autonomy. Only three 
of the researchers mentioned were think-
ing about public audiences as the starting 
point to their text. 

When I’m writing, I’m always thinking of 

somebody that’s going to read it. But it de-

pends […]. If I need to write for industry, I 

write in a specific way […]. I can write in a 

different way, but normally I try to be as clear 

as possible so that everyone can follow it. (Re-

searcher 36, IT, university)

Two researchers noted that communica-
tion professionals represent the general 
audience and thereby their opinion re-
garding the text’s comprehensibility is im-
portant. For more than half of the commu-
nication professionals (n = 8), the process 
of producing digital science communica-
tion pieces is ideally a collaboration of the 
two professions enhancing the quality of 
public outreach.

4.2.2 Organisational culture
In contrast to their desire for peer ap-
proval of their popularised texts, nine re-
searchers described the general attitude 
towards digital science communication in 
their organisations as somewhere between 
neutral indifference and occasional infor-
mal positive mentions, the latter of which 
they perceived to be slightly increasing. As 
such, at least three researchers noted that 
positive recognition of science communi-
cation should be far stronger and valued 
in visible ways in the organisations, in a 
form that all the colleagues take notice 
of. Researchers also seem to be in need of 
support from peers who are interested in 
digital science communication. 

Colleagues may be only occasionally follow-

ing posts related to our home organisation. 

But I do believe that those who come across 

an interesting piece [by a colleague] may 

mention it in informal chatting in the corri-

dors or at coffee tables. So, it might not go to-

tally unnoticed, and there might be some who 
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spot and comment on them. (Researcher 16, 

sciences, institute)

In our organisation, if someone is active in 

science communication, there’s certainly no 

negative feedback, but I think that we really 

have much to improve in giving positive feed-

back […]. In the perspective of increasing the 

researchers’ activity, awarding reward so that 

the other researchers would see it would be 

good. Then they might think it [science com-

munication] is important. It should not be an 

explicit bonus [as money] but a prize, diploma 

or similar. (Researcher 1, sciences, institute)

Several communication professionals 
(n = 5) explained the indifferent attitude 
towards digital science communication in 
their organisations as being attributed to 
its novelty. Some also saw the indifferent 
attitudes dividing the academic staff. 

The older researchers who don’t use social 

media, and don’t even know who does, keep 

silent because of their unfamiliarity. But that 

can’t be taken as critique. (Communication 

professional 22, university)

The unit leaders who participate less are usu-

ally the more senior professors for who social 

media activity doesn’t come by nature […]. 

Then there are certain folks that communi-

cate in social media and comment positively 

in the informal coffee room environments 

about a nice story on the faculty’s Facebook 

or somebody’s tweet […]. I feel that it is the 

middle management in the organisation that 

doesn’t necessarily understand social media, 

so they don’t comment on it either. (Commu-

nication professional 27, university)

It is rather polarised, there are those who are 

very active and those who just are not inter-

ested, and then those who would never ever 

do science communication. (Communication 

professional 8, research institute)

The changes induced by the new media 
landscape on organisational science com-
munication cultures are in flux and have 
the potential to support digital approach-
es to science communication, but there 
is the possibility they will stagnate due 

to differing academic staff’s attitudes to-
wards the role they might play. The afore-
mentioned interviewees agreed that there 
were few negative comments about re-
searchers who are active on social media, 
but when such comments were made this 
typically regarded wondering about how 
many working hours they use on social 
media and when they find the time to do 
research. 

4.2.3 Leaders 
Some of the researchers (n = 5) particularly 
regarded their research leaders’ apprecia-
tion and acknowledgement as highly sig-
nificant motivators for their digital science 
communication activity and involvement. 
One researcher also highlighted the need 
for more nuanced feedback on the sub-
stance of their blog writing in addition to 
merely positive encouragement. 

If your team leader says “I think you’ve done 

a very good job in public communications for 

the project this year and I do really appreciate 

it”, that might actually be enough […] you are 

quite likely to actually perform at the same or 

even better level next year […] so, this kind of 

bonus might be enough. If it actually feeds 

into your boss saying “Ok, I will give a per-

formance level upgrade”, or something, then 

even better. (Researcher 35, IT, university)

The feedback has only been positive. But it is a 

little bit disappointing that it is only the usual 

positive feedback that one can expect in this 

project: “Good that you published [a blog]”, 

but not about the substance [of a blog …]. 

It would be wonderful to get more feedback 

from the leaders and also critique wouldn’t do 

any harm, quite the opposite. (Researcher 30, 

SSH, university)

Here, a substantial number of the com-
munication professionals (n = 10), more 
often and intensively than the researchers, 
regard the scientific leaders’ conceptu-
alisation of science communication and 
support as crucial for the researchers’ ac-
tivity in the organisations, and particularly 
in suppressing it. This underlines the sci-
entific leaders’ importance in the antici-
pated organisational activity. Without the 
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leaders’ recognition, the communication 
professionals in HEIs and in state research 
institutes made clear there was a sense of 
frustration in having very little possibility 
in motivating researchers to participate in 
science communication online. Commu-
nication professionals felt it was import-
ant that the leaders were explicit that com-
munication is part of the researchers’ duty.

When research group leaders tell their re-

searchers that this is not worth the time, in 

practice I have no way to influence the situa-

tion and [our efforts] are in vain […]. As long 

as the leaders say so, the researchers have to 

refrain from communications. (Communica-

tion professional 8, research institute)

It is not enough that we from communica-

tions say that ‘it would be great if you would 

communicate’. It is a question of manage-

ment, they should explicitly say that this be-

longs to your job description […]. When the 

dean doesn’t comment on this [online science 

communication] and the department leaders 

are not on social media, it can’t be demand-

ed from the researchers either. It means our 

hands are tied. (Communication professional 

15, university)

Three of these communication profes-
sionals also thought that a good way lead-
ers can support researchers’ science com-
munication efforts is through leading by 
example in their own social media activity. 
One of the researchers in a leading posi-
tion also followed the example set by his 
superior in systematically acknowledging 
the researchers’ achievements.

In this matter, too, I think it’s extremely im-

portant that in addition to other resourcing, 

the dean and management clearly state that 

this is worthwhile, and it could be done by 

their own example, for instance by tweeting 

from the faculty’s events. (Communication 

professional 27, university)

This has been actively communicated inter-

nally and we have shown that look, this is how 

our Principal Investigator is tweeting. Then 

our folks got a little bit excited and created 

their own profiles. (Communication profes-

sional 18, research institute)

4.2.4 Analytics
Another means that the researchers con-
sidered motivating is information they 
could gather about their published blogs’ 
or tweets’ reach as analytics. Five of the 
researchers took up this topic without 
prompting and considered the analytics 
on their activities to be highly intriguing. 
They liked to know how many, if any, saw 
their posts because they consider any re-
action or retweet as positive feedback and 
a form of a reward. The analytics appeared 
to influence their motivation, and even if 
the numbers were low, they still thought 
they were good to know. 

If you are publishing something because 

you want to reach and help some audiences, 

knowing that they enjoyed it is highly mo-

tivating, especially if the numbers are in the 

hundreds. If not, then of course it’s a little bit 

discouraging, but it’s always good to know the 

impact [of the posts]. (Researcher 26, IT, uni-

versity)

Three communication professionals also 
noticed that in some disciplines the social 
media analytics are regarded as interesting 
and their presentation in staff meetings, 
combined with the leaders’ communica-
tion examples, could be highly effective. 

The faculty of medicine has succeeded very 

well because their dean is excited about 

tweeting and has gained lots of followers. 

They have been showing the rates of viewers 

in every meeting, and many of the staff have 

gotten involved. (Communication profession-

al 15, university)

In sum, it is apparent in these results that 
motivations and incentives cannot be re-
duced to the single organisational level 
and also link to a wider academic sphere 
and context for HEIs and state research in-
stitutes. These results show that incentiv-
ising community acknowledgements for 
science communication efforts are desired 
from researchers’ peers, scientific leaders 
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and as a part of organisational culture, 
including in the somewhat abstract form 
of analytics. Likewise, a scientific leader’s 
discouraging attitude informally creates 
a powerful deterrent for science commu-
nication activity online and exhausts the 
communication professionals’ motiva-
tional attempts. The results demonstrate 
the role of scientific leaders in the concep-
tualisation and prerequisite of research-
ers’ communication activity both formally, 
through reward structures and informally, 
via behaviours.

5 Discussion

These results nuance the previous liter-
ature and support the consensus on the 
need to compensate the time researchers 
spend on participating in science commu-
nication activities (Casini & Neresini, 2012; 
Davies, 2018; Ho et al., 2020; Llorente & 
Revuelta, 2020; NAS, 2018; Regan & Hen-
chion, 2020; Roedema et al., 2020; Szudi 
et al., 2020) but they suggest simplistic 
personal financial benefits may not be 
the preferred option. This is because the 
majority of researchers spoken to as part 
of this study found that rewards as per-
sonal benefits, awarded by organisational 
infrastructures, induced profound com-
plexities. The researchers found them 
problematic in conjunction with the idea 
of science communication forming a part 
of their formal duties, further elaborating 
earlier findings on researchers’ complex 
perceptions of their duties in regard to 
communication and public engagement 
(Koivumäki & Wilkinson, 2020; Koivumäki 
et al., 2021). For these researchers, science 
communication often meant increasing 
enlightenment and education, and per-
sonal financial incentives could be seen 
to jeopardise that integrity (Weingart & 
Joubert, 2019). Entradas et al. (2019) sim-
ilarly found that external motivations are 
unlikely to drive scientists to public com-
munication initiatives. 

Another important point the research-
ers in this study brought up is the inequal-
ity of rewarding researchers who are more 
skilled or motivated digital communica-

tors. These interviewees flagged the need 
for flexibility in evaluation criteria to rec-
ognise that some may be uncomfortable 
with digital practices, aligning with pre-
vious findings (Grand et al., 2016; König, 
2020; NAS, 2018; Roedema et al., 2020) but 
also recognising that personal communi-
cation choices can be supported in new 
digital settings. As research is often carried 
out in teams, individual rewards also ap-
peared problematic, confirming the need 
to also pursue collectively organised sci-
ence communication beyond individual 
efforts alone (Besley, 2020). 

Although some communication pro-
fessionals strongly supported personal 
fi nan cial benefits for communication ef-
forts, many shared the researchers’ con-
cerns. Additionally, communication 
pro fes sio nals saw challenges in the organi-
sa tio nal practices of measuring the 
amount and impact of communication 
ef forts, including digitally, and according-
ly bringing complexities to the granting 
of any potential rewards (NAS, 2018; Wil-
liams, 2020). 

Organisational rewards that were seen 
to be more befitting incentives included 
acknowledgement at researchers’ formal 
periodical evaluations and the inclusion of 
communication, including social and dig-
ital media, within work hour allocations. 
This way, science communication would 
be tied more explicitly to organisation-
al expectations in both HEIs and in state 
research institutes around the duties and 
tasks of researchers, which the communi-
cation professionals saw as being highly 
important. This association also provides 
possible solutions to the inconsistent mes-
sages circulating within academia about 
the importance of science communica-
tion from different sectors and leaders, 
as noted in earlier research (Davies, 2018; 
Gascoigne & Met calfe, 1997; Roedema 
et al., 2020; Rose et al., 2020; Watermeyer & 
Rowe, 2022). 

However, beyond formal organisa-
tional rewards, there are other ways that 
cultures and contexts can play a role in 
incentives. In this study, the researchers 
discussed pursuing their peer research-
ers’ approval during their writing process, 
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although the intention was to reach other 
audiences. Rather than potentially be-
coming less authentic online, these find-
ings suggest researchers see their digital 
presences as featuring in their academic 
credibility (Madsen & Verhoeven, 2019; 
Weingart & Joubert, 2019). Thus, new 
practices of science communication on-
line gain credence in relation to traditional 
formal communication and signs of merit 
in complex academic networks (Davies & 
Horst, 2016; Kjellberg & Haider, 2019). 

We see here, as Davies and Horst 
(2016) have noted, that academic commu-
nity acknowledgement indeed matters to 
researchers. In daily working culture the 
researchers pointed to a need for recog-
nition and support from peers with whom 
they could exchange experiences of the 
complexities of online science communi-
cation, as also identified by Roedema et al. 
(2020). Individual communications in the 
digital sphere inevitably diffuse the aca-
demic and organisational communication 
cultures of HEIs and state research insti-
tutes, but also influence the attitudes of 
academic staff, which also then likely has 
a broad knock-on effect on organisations 
and academia in requiring different forms 
of organisational support and recognition. 

The academic sphere beyond an in-
dividual organisation is closely connected 
to traditions and status (Roedema et al., 
2020), and our results also point to the sig-
nificant organisational modelling that can 
come from scientific leaders when they are 
either present or absent in digital commu-
nication spaces. Leaders’ acknowledge-
ment and recognition of digital commu-
nication efforts was often desired by the 
individual researchers, and also empha-
sised by the communication profession-
als. They stated that the scientific leaders’ 
indifference towards digital science com-
munication was perceived as a restraint 
for researchers’ activity. The communi-
cation professionals in HEIs and in state 
research institutes made clear that they 
cannot encourage researchers to com-
municate science offline or online with-
out their academic leaders’ support. This 
reinforces earlier findings regarding the 
institutional leadership’s significant role 

in incentivising science communication 
in organisational contexts (Gascoigne & 
Metcalfe, 1997; NAS, 2018; Watermeyer & 
Rowe, 2022) instead of placing the respon-
sibility of enhancing science communica-
tion purely on individual researchers (Bes-
ley et al., 2021). 

To create a visible science communi-
cation culture that has been lacking (Buc-
chi, 2013; Claessens, 2014), and to drive 
the preferred conceptualisation of science 
communication (Weingart & Joubert, 
2019) the communication professionals in 
this study urge leaders to lead by their own 
examples, such as personally using social 
media in an effective way. Also, by estab-
lishing informal incentives that express 
underpinning worth and value (Williams, 
2020) academic leaders may contribute 
to a culture that encourages the develop-
ment of digitalised approaches to science 
communication.

Finally, comments from interviewees 
regarding researchers’ fascination with the 
analytics of their blogs or other types of so-
cial media posts, and their reach in relation 
to viewers, suggest that analytics seems to 
also function as a form of intrinsic reward. 
This resembles earlier findings where blog 
statistics, for example, can make a re-
searcher feel connected (Kjellberg, 2010), 
and suggests that there are some tangible 
benefits of engaging through digital me-
dia, and enduring value and worth in the 
quantification of social media endeavours 
(McClain & Neeley, 2015). These results 
support the idea of Szudi et al. (2020) that 
the limited recognition given today to dig-
ital outreach could be increased with the 
development of altmetrics to measure so-
cietal impact. However, such impact mea-
sures need to be sophisticated, as a num-
ber of studies highlight the potentially 
negative effects on researchers’ online sci-
ence communication activities if altmet-
rics simply push communication to gain 
quantified attention, potentially eroding 
the quality norms of science communi-
cation (Sugimoto et al., 2017; Weingart & 
Guenther, 2016; Weingart & Joubert, 2019). 
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6 Conclusions

At the outset of this article and in the con-
text of digital science communication we 
posed the question of “what are the for-
mal and informal organisational and in-
stitutional incentives that may influence 
researchers’ digital and social media com-
munication activity?”. Our results lead us 
to recommend against simplistic person-
al “bonuses” for communication because 
they may dissociate science communica-
tion from the sense of a researchers’ in-
trinsic duties and the broader quality and 
value of such efforts. Instead, sensitive and 
nuanced acknowledgement of their con-
tribution as part of performance evalua-
tions or workload modelling may better tie 
science communication tasks to research-
ers’ duties and expected work plans. Based 
on these results, it is also important to al-
low flexibility by creating holistic criteria 
for science communication and engage-
ment activities, including through social 
and digital media, which work in respect 
to personal communication preferences 
but also a team’s overall contributions. In 
many HEIs and state research institutes, 
systematic appraisals already exist, and 
provide a practical context to cautiously 
embed recognition. Emphasising science 
communication and engagement as a le-
gitimate part of the researchers’ evaluation 
and career development could be an effec-
tive and systemic enhancement of science 
communication at an organisational level.

However, such organisational infra-
structure alone may not be effective, and 
informal acknowledgement of communi-
cation and engagement can also form a 
lively part of an organisation’s work when 
social media contents or blogs are posted. 
Despite the researchers’ strong sense of 
autonomy, there appears to be a degree of 
role modelling or mirroring of behaviours 
where communication and public engage-
ment is concerned, and a need for peer 
recognition and support, including in dig-
ital spaces. 

These findings underline scientific 
leaders’ role’s in shaping their organisa-
tional culture’s communication attitudes 
and thereby supporting or discouraging 

science communication within their in-
stitutions, but also point to a broader ac-
ademic social sphere where traditions and 
status are closely connected (NAS, 2018; 
Williams, 2020). These results indicate that 
scientific leaders are in the key position 
to create and support a positive organi-
sational science communication culture, 
and to evoke and nurture the collective 
impact of at times individual activities to 
inform communal goals.

According to our results, the acknowl-
edgement for science communication is 
more effective when it comes from or is 
emphasised by the academic leaders than 
from the in-house communication staff 
in HEIs and in state research institutes. 
Furthermore, despite the increase of com-
munication professionals in academic 
organisations, their attempts to motivate 
researchers to take on the central actor 
role in embodying science online may 
have minimal effect without the support 
of leadership. This suggests that there is a 
need for discussion on the role of academ-
ic leaders in the conceptualisation of sci-
ence communication, including digitally, 
whilst there also may be a key gap vis-à-vis 
training in science communication and 
engagement targeted towards scientific 
and organisational leaders. 

These results also imply that training 
researchers to locate their social media 
posts’ analytics, and by inference impact, 
may function as a form of intrinsic reward. 
However, impact metrics need to be cau-
tiously used to avoid biases such as push-
ing science communication quantity over 
quality.

This exploratory research has limita-
tions as it is focused on a single context 
in one country: researchers from Finland 
connected by a research project which 
sought to include digital communication 
within its remit. Further research will have 
to investigate additional organisational 
and institutional factors at play in the in-
centives for communication, as well as the 
prevalence of these results at a wider scale. 
Nonetheless, this context may serve as an 
example of possible developments within 
academic communities in other coun-
tries where suchlike media developments 
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occur: In Finland media consumption is 
high and increasing, particularly online 
(Strandberg & Carlson, 2021), and social 
media platforms such as Twitter serve 
as a societal interaction arena between 
researchers, decision-makers and jour-
nalists. Thus, these results offer a tool for 
reflection to many HEIs, public research 
institutes and scientific communities 
around the globe as they share the charac-
teristics of academic autonomy, practices, 
reward systems and the growing need for 
societal legitimation and improvement of 
communication efforts, also online and in 
social media.

This study suggests there are import-
ant avenues for future research regarding 
institutional and organisational leader-
ship roles as to how to lead in ways that 
improve the realisation of science com-
munication activities, particularly as a col-
lective effort and in collaboration with the 
growing sector of HEI-based communica-
tion and public engagement staff. There is 
a wealth of criticism concerning academic 
reward systems necessitating the tracking 
of a spectrum of scholarly acts. Nonethe-
less, the present study suggests not to omit 
the potential intrinsic rewarding effects of 
social media metrics, which are worthy of 
future studies.
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Abstract
This article examines the branding of the new Tampere University in Finland and the reactions it evoked in 
Finnish social media and news media between 2018–2020. The merger of the University of Tampere and 
Tampere University of Technology into a new foundation-based university provoked considerable public de-
bate and sparked uproar over the communication style and practices of the university’s new management. 
The main reason for the outcry was that the new governance model of the university ignored the traditional 
democratic way of running a university. Our article contributes to the growing literature on public relations 
communication in higher education by focusing on promotional culture and the role of the changing media 
landscape in university branding. We analyze how and why the brand messages were contested and trans-
formed into memes and satirical commentaries on social media. When the university’s management tried 
to restrain this subversive play with legal sanctions, the issue escalated into the news media. Our qualitative 
analysis demonstrates the possible repercussions of a quasi-corporate style of communication on the cred-
ibility of the university as a higher education institution in a hybrid media environment.
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1 Introduction: The marketization  
of higher education

In the past 10 to 15 years, public relations 
(PR) and image management have be-
come increasingly important parts of the 
promotional culture of higher education 
institutions. This development has been 
documented and analyzed in organization 
and management studies focusing on uni-
versity branding (e. g., Aula & Tienari, 2011; 
Chapleo, 2011, 2015; Davies, 2020; Hearn, 
2015; Molesworth, Scullion, & Nixon, 
2011). Furthermore, science communica-
tion studies have analyzed the increasing 
role of PR and strategic communication 
in promoting research and education 
(e. g., Bauer, 2008; Entradas, 2022; Fürst, 
Vogler, Schäfer, & Sörensen, 2021; Hearn, 
2010, 2015; Marcinkowski & Kohring, 2014; 
Nelkin, 1995; Väliverronen, 2004, 2021; 

Vogler & Schäfer, 2020; Williams & Gaje-
vic, 2013). Many of those studies in orga-
nization and management have used in-
terview data to describe branding efforts, 
and those in science communication often 
employ quantitative media analysis. In ad-
dition, some researchers have focused on 
university websites and student recruit-
ment (Hoang & Rojas-Lizana, 2015; Svend-
sen & Svendsen, 2018) and social media in 
branding (e. g., Fähnrich, Vogelgesang, & 
Scharkow, 2020; Pringle & Fritz, 2019).

In this article, we focus on the role of 
the changing media landscape, that is, the 
hybrid media system, in the PR communi-
cation and branding of a Finnish univer-
sity after a university merger. The hybrid 
media system can be understood as an in-
tertwining of older and newer media forms 
from journalistic to social media and is re-
garded as facilitating “networking, flexibil-

((Doi 2022.03.3285)) https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2022.03.3285
© 2022, the authors. This work is licensed under the “Creative Commons Attribution – 
NonCommercial – NoDerivatives 4.0 International” license (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).

mailto:esa.valiverronen@helsinki.fi
http://www.seismoverlag.ch
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2022.03.3285
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


494 Väliverronen et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.3 (2022), pp. 493–513

ity, spontaneity and ad hoc organization” 
(Chadwick, 2013, p. 210). Essentially, the 
hybrid media system allows for a redistri-
bution of voice as the communication by 
the organization is challenged by internal 
and external stakeholders, including op-
ponents and critics who typically use the 
newer forms of media to disseminate their 
views (e. g., Ojala, Pantti, & Laaksonen, 
2019; Toubiana & Zietsma, 2017). From 
this perspective, the question of branding 
becomes a question of polyvocality and 
resistance (e. g., Gabriel, 2008). University 
branding is not a one-directional, linear 
process of communication; instead, it is 
a discursive struggle over the voice of the 
organization.

We take a closer look at the conflicts 
resulting from the staff and students of the 
so-called new Tampere University as they 
contested and resisted the new practices 
of university branding that emerged after 
the Tampere University merger was made 
public in 2019. Our data consist of social 
media and news media content related 
to the branding campaign, including me-
mes and parodies aimed at satirizing the 
university’s promotional discourse. We fo-
cus on the most intense promotion- and 
branding-related debates from 2018–2020, 
which were also picked up by the news 
media. For this purpose, we identified key 
events in the branding of Tampere Uni-
versity to provide a timeline and themat-
ic structure for our analysis. These events 
followed the efforts of the university man-
agement to cultivate “excellence” among 
the staff by creating “wow experiences” 
with the help of a new “marketing and 
branding playbook.”

Our article contributes to the growing 
literature on PR communication in higher 
education by analyzing the circulation and 
transformation of promotional discourses 
between university brand communica-
tion, various social media platforms, and 
news media. We analyze how and why 
the brand messages were contested and 
transformed into resistance expressed 
through discourses and memes on social 
media platforms. We combine the analy-
sis of Tampere University advertisements 
and advertorials with related social media 

and news media data while drawing from 
understandings of the dynamics of the hy-
brid media system. Our findings highlight 
the role of the promotional quasi-corpo-
rate communication style as a key trigger 
for critical conversations about Tampere 
University and demonstrate the power 
of the hybrid media system as a platform 
for voicing polyphonic concerns and crit-
icism, particularly by the internal stake-
holders of the university.

The article proceeds in six stages. First, 
we provide a theoretical discussion of the 
rise of promotional discourses in academia 
and the importance of hybrid media in 
voicing discontent with this development. 
Then, we highlight the changes in the 
Finnish higher education system from the 
2000s onwards as a context for our analy-
sis, followed by a presentation of our data 
and methodological approach. In our anal-
ysis, we explore how and why the brand 
messages published through advertising, 
traditional media outlets, and internal 
communication were contested and sat-
irized on social media platforms and how 
this contestation sparked criticism against 
university management in the news me-
dia. In the final sections, we discuss the 
repercussions of quasi-corporate commu-
nication in the hybrid media space, make 
comparisons to previous studies, and high-
light the risks of promotional discourses in 
universities more generally.

2 The rise of the promotional 
university

The increasing market orientation of 
universities and research organizations 
has been widely discussed and analyzed 
in various contexts (e. g., Cronin, 2016; 
Hearn, 2010; Marcinkowski & Kohring, 
2014; Nelkin, 1995; Väliverronen, 2004, 
2021; Williams & Gajevic, 2013). In this 
new commercially competitive environ-
ment for science communication, suc-
cess in international rankings, prestigious 
grants, patents and agreements with dis-
tinguished institutions “serve as short-
hands of excellence and relevance, and 
are used as such in corporate communica-
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tion to establish a strong brand” (Davies & 
Horst, 2016, p. 115).

Marketization, commercialization, 
and university branding have guided the 
development of the higher education 
sector, especially in the United States, 
the United Kingdom, and Australia since 
the 1990s (Molesworth et al., 2011). This 
development is often conceptualized in 
terms of academic capitalism and the 
commodification of research (e. g., Hack-
ett, 1990, 2014; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). In 
many European countries, the introduc-
tion of new public management (NPM) 
in higher education (De Boer, Enders, & 
Schimank, 2007) has intensified strate-
gic communication and professional PR 
in university communication, reflecting 
increasing competition between these in-
stitutions (e. g., Fähnrich et al., 2020; Mar-
cinkowski & Kohring, 2014). In the Nordic 
countries, marketization and university 
branding have traditionally been less vis-
ible (Elken, Stensaker, & Dedze, 2018), al-
though some examples of these have been 
reported in research literature (e. g., Aspa-
ra, Aula, Tienari, & Tikkanen, 2014; Aula & 
Tienari, 2011; Davies, 2020).

The concept of promotional culture 
provides a perspective on higher education 
and science–media relations. The term 
was first introduced by Andrew Wernick 
(1991) to describe ‘the semiotic coloniza-
tion’ of culture by commercial advertising. 
Wernick (1991) also described the rise of 
‘the promotional university’ and the rise 
of promotional discourse in student and 
staff recruitment, as well as in academ-
ic publishing (see also Fairclough, 1993). 
Promotional discourse in general refers 
to language use in competitive environ-
ments where goods and services are sold 
to customers, and they need to sound and 
look the best possible (Fairclough, 1993). 
Promotional discourse is characterized by 
an appropriation of the linguistic and rhe-
torical resources of corporate advertising 
(Bhatia, 2004), in which public and tradi-
tional expressions and clichés are used in 
creative ways to compete for the attention 
of the public. This is also becoming more 
common at research universities, which 
are becoming marketplaces for large num-

bers of students and external financing of 
research and are therefore unable to main-
tain their special status and dignity (Bha-
tia, 2004).

Later, Aeron Davis (2013, p. 9) made a 
distinction between promotional indus-
tries, promotional intermediaries, and 
promotional practices; he argued that 
living in promotional times is part of a 
larger cultural shift in society: “increasing 
promotional orientation of society and 
that promotion has had a significant ‘so-
cial-shaping’ influence on those who ei-
ther adopt it or engage with it.” Bauman 
(2007) argued that in order to operate in 
today’s consumer society, people are in-
vited to turn themselves into promotional 
commodities – and this applies to academ-
ics as well (e. g., Cottom, 2015). “Organiza-
tions, and those who work for them, have 
internalized, often unconsciously, vari-
ous promotional responses and routines” 
(Väliverronen, 2021, p. 138). Analyzing 
promotional practices in UK universities, 
Cronin (2016) argues that branding and 
managing media visibility have become 
an important part of the new ‘reputation-
al capital’ of universities, drawing from 
Bourdieu’s (2011 [1986]) symbolic capital. 
For Bourdieu, symbolic capital usually re-
fers to historically embedded privilege and 
prestige, but Cronin (2006) argued that the 
new reputational capital “is based on a 
more fluid, fragile enactment of value that 
is tied to the shifting cultural economy of 
the media” (p. 399). The emergence of the 
new ‘PR University’ described by Cronin 
(2006) “intensifies investments in PR and 
marketing departments, which are related 
to the increasing use of metrics and the 
penetration of ‘audit culture’ in university 
practices” (Väliverronen, 2021, p. 138).

This development is also increasingly 
visible in Finnish universities, although 
competition for students and staff is not 
as hard as in many other countries. Finn-
ish universities do not charge tuition fees 
from domestic or European Union (EU) or 
European Economic Area (EEA) students, 
and the impact of research evaluations on 
the allocation of resources in higher edu-
cation is not as significant as in the United 
Kingdom (see also Kuusela et al., 2019).
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3 One or many voices? University 
communication in the hybrid media 
system

Following these changes in higher educa-
tion, universities and the ways in which 
they are managed have increasingly begun 
to incorporate the operating logics of the 
business world (Furedi, 2011; Naidoo & 
Jamieson, 2005; Raipola, 2019). New prac-
tices of branding and reputation manage-
ment have introduced more streamlined 
corporate communication practices (Cro-
nin, 2016; Davies & Horst, 2016; Hearn, 
2015; Väliverronen, 2021). Universities 
have recruited new staff for their PR and 
marketing units, and the style of commu-
nication has adopted many practices from 
corporate communication. Fähnrich et al. 
(2020) argue that the increase in strategic 
and corporate-style communication in 
universities is intensified by three factors. 
First, the increasing professionalization of 
strategic communication is a response to 
the public quest for universities’ greater 
role in society and the public sphere. This 
is often referred to as the ‘third mission’ 
of universities (besides teaching and re-
search), promoting new forms of outreach 
and public engagement. Second, strategic 
communication reflects the increasing 
competition in higher education, mani-
fested by rankings, branding, and image 
management. This competition also takes 
place in public arenas. Third, these efforts 
are facilitated by changes in the media 
landscape, such as digitalization.

Driven by these changes, it seems that 
universities and research institutes are in-
creasingly adopting quasi-entrepreneurial 
practices in their communication, includ-
ing science communication, to manage 
their reputations and to please their 
stakeholders and potential customers in 
situations where they have become in-
creasingly dependent on external funding. 
Following the classic tenets of strategic 
communication, these practices include 
promoting the idea of one institution–one 
voice (Davies & Horst, 2016).

The idealistic univocality of promo-
tional communication, however, is an 
oxymoron, as organizations are shown 

to be fundamentally heterogeneous and 
polyvocal sites where the diversity of their 
members’ voices inexorably comes in one 
way or another (e. g., Bakhtin, 1981 [1975]; 
Hazen, 1993; Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor, 
2004). As Benoit-Barné and Martine (2021) 
point out, an organization speaking with 
one voice is a very rare accomplishment. 
Further, it could be argued that an organi-
zation cannot have its own voice; rather, 
it always speaks through something, for 
example, a spokesperson or a document 
(Cooren, 2020). An important set of voic-
es that represent an organization are the 
voices of its internal stakeholders, such as 
employees, or, in the case of a university, 
its researchers, teachers, and students. Re-
search suggests that the voices of ordinary 
members are considered more authentic 
than the official voice of the organization 
or its management, which stimulates or-
ganizations to encourage active employee 
communication to build organizational 
reputation (Cassinger & Thelander, 2020; 
Rokka, Karlsson, & Tienari, 2014). There-
fore, employees who communicate in 
their professional roles are considered an 
asset for the organization – but only if their 
messages are in line with the organization-
al voice. This is why management might 
seek to control the voices in organizations: 
they can be disciplined, silenced, colo-
nized, manipulated, distorted, dismissed, 
or devalued (Christensen & Christensen, 
2022; Dempsey, 2017).

The promotional, controlled voice, 
however, is easily met with counter-voices 
in the hybrid media system, which gives 
space for resistance and polyvocality (e. g., 
Sihvonen, Koskela, & Laaksonen, 2020; 
Toubiana & Zietsma, 2017). As pointed 
out by Gabriel (2008), modern forms of 
employee resistance typically adopt the 
forms of counteraction used by consum-
ers to question, oppose, or cynically reject 
the managerial practices of their organi-
zation. The spaces offered by social media 
platforms for such resistance invite the 
dissemination of compelling narratives, 
personal viewpoints, emotional expres-
sions, and community formation (e. g., 
Chadwick, 2013). At the same time, they 
are spaces for discursive struggles over 



Väliverronen et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.3 (2022), pp. 493–513 497

the voice of the organization: Who can 
speak and whose matters are salient? Such 
questions and tensions are highlighted in 
the precarious employment situation in 
Finnish academia, where the majority of 
researchers work on short-term contracts 
or personal grants that entail uncertainty 
about their future.

4 Changing university politics in 
Finland

The Finnish government introduced sever-
al higher education reforms after the mid-
2000s, the aim of which was to diversify the 
funding base, increase competition and ef-
fectiveness in research and teaching, and 
facilitate cooperation with leading foreign 
universities (Nokkala & Välimaa, 2017). 
The Universities Act from 2009 dissociat-
ed “universities from the state budget and 
made them public corporations under pri-
vate law capable of making contracts and 
functioning as independent economic 
entities” (Välimaa, Aittola, & Ursin, 2014, 
p. 46). In 2009, there were 20 universities 
in Finland, while the total number de-
creased to 14 in 2022. The Universities Act 
also introduced a minimum of 40 % rep-
resentation of external members in their 
most important decision-making body, 
the university board (Välimaa, 2011). The 
implementation of this new management 
structure has caused continuous struggles 
at Tampere University from 2017 onwards.

As part of this new “restructuring” 
policy, two new foundation-based uni-
versities were established: Aalto Universi-
ty was formed in a merger of the Helsin-
ki University of Technology, the Helsinki 
School of Economics, and the University 
of Arts and Design Helsinki; and the new 
Tampere University was formed in a merg-
er of the University of Tampere (UTA) and 
the Tampere University of Technology 
(TUT). The rationale behind the launch-
ing of these new foundation-based univer-
sities echoed the NPM discourse of effec-
tiveness, marketization, and competition 
(Drowley, Lewis, & Brooks, 2013; Välimaa 
et al., 2014). Aalto University started in 
2010 and the new Tampere University was 

initiated in 2019. The creation of the first 
merger, Aalto University, was a major part 
of the legislative reform manifested in 
the Universities Act from 2009. Already in 
the initialization phase, it was referred to 
as an “innovation university” and even a 
“world-class business university” (Aula & 
Tienari, 2011; Poutanen, Tomperi, Kuu-
sela, Kaleva, & Tervasmäki, 2022; Välimaa 
et al., 2014), bringing in a new promotion-
al level in the higher education discourse 
in Finland.

Although Finnish higher education in-
stitutions are largely publicly funded and 
do not charge tuition fees to Finnish or 
EU / EEA students, they are also competing 
for external funding, visibility, applicants, 
and (top) researchers internationally. 
Quite simply, their stakeholders are dif-
ferent than before, and this has an impact 
on the strategic level of communication: 
Universities aim to communicate to cor-
porate donors, external members of man-
agement teams, and other partners that 
are likely to come from the private sector. 
The external communication of universi-
ties is increasingly directed toward PR and 
marketing, especially when it comes to 
the recruitment of applicants and future 
employees. However, internal communi-
cation between administration, staff, and 
students has remained more traditional. 
The different interests, needs, and expec-
tations of these various stakeholders guide 
the development of all communication 
activities and practices, and thus also the 
form and content of communication (Sih-
vonen et al., 2020). These promotional ac-
tivities go hand in hand with the extremely 
competitive frame for research funding 
that the Finnish government sustains.

From the NPM perspective, the activi-
ties in public sector organizations are (too) 
strictly governed by legislation, and dem-
ocratic decision-making can be rigid and 
slow (Kaljunen, 2011), while private orga-
nizations are regarded as more flexible and 
agile as well as innovative and responsive 
to change. Adopting the NPM principle 
in universities has meant that the role of 
administration has increased throughout 
and the possibilities of researchers and 
teachers to influence their working con-
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ditions have diminished. At Tampere Uni-
versity, in particular, staff involvement in 
general has declined and the increasing 
calls for equality and equity have been 
dismissed by the management (Poutanen 
et al., 2022). As a result, the researchers, 
teachers, and students of the organization 
have channeled their concerns through 
multivocal criticism and resistance on so-
cial media.

5 Materials and method

The data of our study comprises two data-
sets – social media data and journalistic 
data – that both cover the period from 
January 2018 to May 2020. For both, we 
used the Finnish Mohawk database, which 
comprehensively records Finnish public 
social media discussions (Pöyry, Laak-
sonen, Kekkonen, & Pääkkönen, 2018) and 
content from major news media.

The full news media dataset consisted 
of 1063 media texts downloaded from the 
Mohawk database. These texts included 
the search words “tampere” and “universi-
ty” either in the body text or in the title and 
were published between January 1, 2019, 
and May 8, 2020. The search targeted the 
two biggest national journalistic outlets, 
the daily Helsingin Sanomat and the pub-
lic service media outlet Yle Online News, as 
well as the local daily newspaper in Tam-
pere, Aamulehti. In addition, a national 
weekly periodical, Suomen Kuvalehti, was 
accessed manually because the publica-
tion took a special interest in the case. The 
search in this periodical resulted in 10 ar-
ticles and columns from summer 2018 to 
spring 2020. Overall, the study included 
four news media outlets.

The social media queries were guid-
ed by the search and visualization tools 
of fered by the Mohawk platform. In total, 
the query with terms “tampereen yliopis-
to,” “tampereuni,” “tuninaama,” and “tuni-
palo” resulted in 65 477 messages. From 
these, “tampereuni” is the official iden-
ti fier and hashtag of Tampere University. 
The unofficial acronym for the universi-
ty is TUNI, which is reflected in the two 
other keywords, both of which emerged 

as central hashtags around Twitter deba-
tes connected to Tampere University. A 
clear majority of messages, almost 55 000, 
were from Twitter, and the most active 
period, as measured by message volume, 
was spring 2020. Based on the metadata 
regarding the platforms, most frequent 
words and hashtags, and message volume 
over time, we decided to limit our analy-
sis to spring 2020, when the discussion 
was the most heated. We extracted mes-
sage data for the period from January 1 to 
March 24, 2020. This dataset consisted of 
9303 social media messages featuring the 
search terms “tampereuni,” “tuninaama,” 
or “tunipalo.” Most of the messages were 
tweets (n = 9215), accompanied by public 
Facebook page posts (n = 70), Instagram 
posts (n = 12), five forum messages, and 
one blog post. Including “tampereen ylio-
pisto” in our search terms would have in-
creased the share of messages from other 
platforms beyond Twitter, but considering 
our initial exploration with the larger data-
set, we deemed the focus on Twitter to be 
appropriate.

We first constructed a tabular time-
line of the Tampere University branding 
process using the media data as our start-
ing point to identify the key events of the 
branding activity, as well as the most heat-
ed promotion-related debates regarding 
the new Tampere University (Figure 1). 
First, the entire dataset was accessed in 
spreadsheet format and one of the au-
thors used the news headlines to identify 
the stories related to the university reform, 
thus excluding, for example, news cov-
erage on research based at Tampere Uni-
versity. This filtering resulted in 63 news 
items. Next, we browsed through the news 
to identify coverage that discussed events 
and debates related to branding and com-
munication at the new university. Based 
on this analysis, we focused our qualita-
tive investigation on the following four key 
events:

1. The launch of the new brand and visual 
identity, spring–summer 2018,

2. an outburst of promotional rhetoric 
con cerning university marketing and re-
cruitment, summer–autumn 2018 (con-
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tinued with new debates until spring 
2020),

3. memes and parodies of the university 
logo and brand, spring 2020,

4. the resignation of the communications 
and brand director, spring 2020.

In our analysis, we combined content an-
a lysis with the principles of critical dis-
course analysis, as presented by Fairclough 
(2013). Through qualitative content analy-
sis of the media material, we reconstruct-
ed the flow of events during the branding 
process and described how the discussion 
of the new university evolved. In particular, 
we recognized central events and peaks in 
the discussion as signs of the most heated 
promotion-related debates. Focusing on 
these peaks, we paid close attention to the 
discourses concerning the branding of the 
new university, as well as the counter-dis-
courses commenting on them. Based on 
the peaks recognized, we studied how pro-
motional and managerial voices were pres-
ent in discussions and how visual and ver-
bal means were engaged and combined by 
social media users to voice their opinions 
and criticism. When analyzing the social 
media data, we also followed links shared 
with other materials that seemed relevant 
to the debate, including blog posts and 
news media content.

Because of the hybrid media character 
of our data, our analysis of the discours-
es proceeded from a form-and-meaning 
analysis to a subsequent analysis of dis-

course practices (Fairclough, 2013, pp. 94–
95). In this way, we were able to highlight 
the discursive practices and their com-
binations, which were drawn on by the 
participants. Similar approaches, based 
on Fairclough’s (2013) framework, have 
been applied earlier to studies of univer-
sity websites and student recruitment 
to uncover ideology and power relations 
(e. g., Hoang & Rojas-Lizana, 2015; Svend-
sen & Svendsen, 2018), particularly when it 
comes to addressing prospective students.

In the empirical analysis, we use the 
names of the journalist(s) when referring 
to news media texts, while the social media 
data is partly anonymized: Only the names 
of the Twitter users who have given con-
sent to publish their tweets are mentioned. 
All other mentions of individual persons 
have been omitted from the examples.

6 Findings

The four key events in the media publicity 
of the Tampere University case highlight 
how the quasi-corporate strategic com-
munication of university branding trig-
gered stakeholder reactions in both social 
and traditional media and how social me-
dia was used creatively by students, staff, 
and the public alike to produce new forms 
of democratic resistance, which again led 
to coverage in traditional media. Figure 1 
illustrates how the events proceeded and 
which reactions followed.

Figure 1: Timeline of the branding of the new Tampere University and related controversies

February 2018:
new foundation 
university bylaws
announced;
personnel protests.

January 2019:
new university 
started operations.

April 2017: 
merger established
between University 
of Tampere and the 
Tampere University 
of Technology.

April 2018:
new visual 
identity
published.

January 2020:
Kauppalehti
advertorial;
followed by
critical discussions 
on Twitter.

Feruary 2020:
communi-
cation expert 
recruitment   
announcement; 
followed by 
critical discussions 
on Twitter.

March 2020:
brand and 
communications
manager’s
contract
terminated.

February 2020:
Controversy over 
logo variations,
parodies and criticism 
on Twitter.

A B C D

Note: The letters A, B, C, and D indicate the four key events selected for analysis.
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As shown in Figure 1, the new Tampere 
University foundation was officially estab-
lished in April 2017 in a merger between 
the UTA and TUT, and the new university 
started its operations in January 2019. Be-
fore the merger, TUT was already operat-
ing as a ‘strategically managed foundation’ 
with a top-down style of leadership model, 
while the UTA board followed its own tra-
ditional, collegial decision-making model. 
In the battle for administration, UTA “was 
fighting a losing battle against TUT and 
the Ministry, with neither its board nor 
collegial decision-making bodies being 
able to effectively influence the direction 
of the merger process” (Poutanen et al., 
2022, p. 430). These struggles on the ad-
ministration of the university have contin-
ued until recently.

6.1 The new Tampere University: Visual 
image and branding

In connection with the merger, a compre-
hensive brand strategy and visual identity 
were designed for the new university. The 
university hired an advertising agency and 
a brand agency for the design. The new 
logo and visual look of the university were 
announced in spring 2018 in a prominent 
marketing campaign consisting of news-
paper, online, and outdoor advertising. 
The university also hired a communica-
tions and brand director. For the unified 
use of the brand and visual identity, a de-
tailed PR material bank was introduced 
internally, including instructions for using 
graphics and communicating the brand in 
social media. The material bank also pro-
vided ‘tone of voice’ guidelines, the aim of 
which was to ensure that the core values 

and promises of the brand were conveyed 
in all organizational communications (Rai-
po la, 2019).

In 2018, Tampere University launched 
the slogan “human potential unlimit-
ed,” symbolizing its new strategy for 2030 
(Figure 2). For international branding and 
mar  ke ting purposes, it published a video 
with a rather pompous introduction: 

Who can solve all the problems of the world, 

who can find the cure, heal the sick or help 

the poor? Who can bring peace to the world? 

Who can bring light to the dark? […] We all 

can. Together. (Tampere Universities, 2018)

However, branding was not limited to ex-
ternal communication. The new leader-
ship of the university had also borrowed 
business-like methods and rhetoric for 
internal communication in order to culti-
vate “excellence” and a new spirit among 
staff. Suomen Kuvalehti published a sar-
castic story with the headline “WOW. Uni-
versities in Tampere merged. A university 
was born where logos and slogans are 
pivotal and curricula are missing” (On-
ninen, 2019). The story referred to the rec-
tor’s message, which sought participants 
to a workshop related to “creating a wow 
experience.” According to the message, 
the recipients were “reported” by their 
colleagues as “enthusiastic, imaginative, 
reform-minded” individuals. They were 
invited to two workshops of about five 
hours to “create the wow experience.” In 
the workshops, researchers were divided 
into “spark groups” of leopards, bears, and 
eagles. The “Game Book v.1.0 for Develop-
ing an Operating Culture” (Onninen, 2019) 
was designed.

New types of stakeholders and the dif-
ferent emphases associated with them had 
also led to a change in the style and tone 
of external communication at Tampere 
University. Where, for example, university 
student recruitment was previously based 
on rather neutral and detailed information 
packaged in the most informative way pos-
sible, there now seemed to be an increasing 
desire to transform educational presen-
tations and search tools into marketing 
tools (see also Svendsen & Svendsen, 2018).  

Figure 2: The new visual identity (aka  
tuniface) and slogan of Tampere 
University in Finnish and English
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This promotional spirit of student recruit-
ment was highlighted, for example, in a 
newspaper advertisement published in 
March 2020 by Tampere University, em-
phasizing that the university is “the most 
multidisciplinary in Finland.” However, 
according to national statistics, Tampere 
University was only in fourth place in mul-
tidisciplinarity, which provided journalists 
with a basis for looking critically at its tar-
geted marketing (Paananen, 2020).

6.2 “Buzz rhetoric” and the  
“wow academy”

It is evident that the university community 
tolerates a certain degree of promotional 
language in external communication (e. g., 
Davis, 2013; Oplatka, 2009; Svendsen & 
Svendsen, 2018), for example, in student 
recruitment, but when such language use 
is extended to university administration 
and the visibility of the university in gen-
eral, there seems to be a tolerance thresh-
old: when it is exceeded, vivid reactions 
and even protests may be expected. In the 
case of Tampere University, the use of pro-
motional language in university commu-
nication indicated a change in the earlier 
discursive practice and was noted by news 
media, as shown in the previous section, 
but also gave rise to critical social media 
commentary. An explicit indication of the 
fact that a threshold had been exceed-
ed was that the promotional language in 
this context got an established label: On-
line commentators started calling it “buzz 
rhetoric,” a recognizable hype-building 
communication style considered to be out 
of place in the university.

On January 22, 2020, Kauppalehti, 
a leading national business newspaper, 
published an advertorial by the Tampere 
University Association. The advertorial 
had a provoking title: “New era of inno-
vations has begun, we light small fires (of 
excitement) at the boundaries of science”:

“However, we need people like Future Finders 

who put themselves on the line at the bound-

ary and, as if, light small fires of enthusiasm,” 

says Taru Pilvi. […] According to Taru Pilvi, the 

change in culture is successful if, in the future, 

the graduates from the Tampere University, 

when they hear the word innovation, think 

first of energetic activities and surprising, 

even absurd ensembles, and only afterwards 

of social, medical, and technological inven-

tions. (Tampere University Association, 2020)

On the day of publication, the advertorial 
was followed by only a few tweets but re-
surfaced five days later, when Yle’s editor 
marveled at the language used on Twitter.

It is somehow great that the Tampere Wow 

Academy sounds more like a parody of itself 

day by day. Here, for example, is an innovative 

text in which no sentence means anything. 

(tweet, Jan. 27, 2020)

In total, this tweet collected 59 replies, 109 
retweets, and 670 likes. In the thread, the 
rector’s message, with its promotional jar-
gon, was perceived as blunt and untrue, 
and it was considered inappropriate for a 
university to pay for content collaboration.

Critical Twitter commenters involved 
many employees of Tampere University 
who experienced a conflict between the 
university’s reputation and its communi-
cation style. The personal status and rep-
utation of employees is considered to be a 
potentially valuable expansion to the or-
ganizational voice (Cassinger & Theland-
er, 2020), but in this case, the employees 
became opponents to the communication 
efforts of the university. For many, the nov-
el business-like branding communication 
appeared contradictory to the universi-
ty values and was juxtaposed with recent 
changes in support services and employee 
practices that were considered deteriorat-
ing to the core activity of doing science.

Hi @TampereUni, I have a wild suggestion. 

What if, instead of multi-channel storytell-

ing, we invested in the core activities of the 

univer sity, namely research and teaching? 

#HumanPotentialUnlimited #WOW. (tweet, 

Feb. 3, 2020)

@user @user @user @TampereUni My thoughts 

exactly. Personally, I have experienced the buzz 

rhetoric and (in my opinion) the rhetoric for-

eign to a university as disrespectful to us re-

searchers and scientists. The external commu-
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nication of the new university seems to want to 

make us what many of us are not. It alienates. 

(tweet, Feb. 5, 2020)

Criticism subsided for a moment but re-
surfaced on February 4, when Tampere 
University published a recruitment an-
nouncement for a communication expert. 
The text featured the familiar fires on in-
terfaces, superhero forces, and storytell-
ing. Among others, a professor of journal-
ism commented on the text and started 
the following discussion:

I am a professor of communication. Yet, I do 

not understand half of this @TampereUni an-

nouncement recruiting a communication ex-

pert. Either it is me or the marketing commu-

nication of my new university which is totally 

out of touch with the realities of the university 

and the society. Not like this! (tweet, Feb. 4, 

2020)

According to information just arrived @Tam-

pereUni REALLY needs the communication 

expert to put out the fires of excitement with 

which the university management is actively 

trying to destroy the whole reputation of the 

university. Not like this. #tampere. (tweet, 

Feb. 18, 2020)

Indeed, it was language use, experienced 
as problematic, which the critical dis-
cussion focused on in early 2020. From 
the point of view of the community, the 
language used in the announcement was 
incongruent with the university organi-
zation and represented false branding 
and corporate style. The issue was also 
addressed in journalistic media, includ-
ing statements by an esteemed sociology 
professor and Ilkka Herlin, chairman of 
the Tampere University board and a well-
known businessman and environmental-
ist (Keski-Heikkilä, 2020). This peak in the 
discussion shows how reactions to promo-
tional language functioned as outlets for 
broader dissatisfaction. 

@user @user Because @TampereUni makes 

every effort to forget that it is a university and 

larps a start-up company filled with buzz and 

fuzz whose entire existence revolves around 

the flattery of outside financiers. (tweet, 

Feb. 12, 2020)

The publications produced by the man-
agement and the communication depart-
ment did not correspond to what was 
considered desirable at the university. 
The clash between the values represent-
ed by the university community and the 
new management was evident. The dis-
cussants felt that the new organization re-
fused to understand the quality and signif-
icance of the work done at the university, 
and the university communication and PR 
staff were considered hired to sugar-coat 
and embellish the problematic nature of 
organizational change. Along these lines, 
the discussion progressed rapidly into the 
problematic nature of the new university 
processes: staff representation on the uni-
versity board, secrecy in the recruitment 
of the rector, and organizational de cision-
making. These themes go much deeper 
than the criticism of buzz rhetoric and 
pro motional discourse.

6.3 Visual image out of control: Memes 
and parodies on social media

On social media, stakeholders responded 
to the new buzz rhetoric in ways that are 
emblematic of social media, including hu-
mor, memes, and visual communication. 
Recent studies have recognized humor as 
one potentially effective way to participate 
in societal and political discussions online 
(e. g., Laaksonen, Koivukoski, & Porttikivi, 
2022; Ross & Rivers, 2017), ranging from 
sheer entertainment to strategic counter- 
hegemonic practices (Davis, Love, & Kil-
len, 2018). Likewise, memes act as visual 
arguments that can be used to support 
and protest against hegemonic ideas 
(Denisova, 2019).

In the online discussions concerning 
the Tampere University case, the com-
menters adopted the identified buzz as 
a tool for critical commentary toward 
Tampere University’s new branding com-
munication and organization through 
ridicule, for example, the metaphor of 
“lighting small fires (of excitement) on the 
interfaces” used in the Kauppalehti piece 
(Tampere University Association, 2020), in 
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particular, and the metaphor of a “tunifire” 
created as a wordplay from it both thrived 
in online discussions (see also Piata, 2016). 
On Twitter, the metaphors of lighting fires 
or “tunifires” on interfaces started to em-
body the communication failures of Tam-
pere University instead of the original in-
novation activities.

The tuniface logo (tuninaama), laun-
ched in spring 2018, and the dark purple 
chosen as the university’s brand color 
were prominently displayed at the open-
ing ceremony of the 2019 academic year. 
The minimalistic and expressionless hu-
man face form of the logo (Figure 2) was 
received as an indirect invitation for modi-
fication by many. An article in Suomen Ku-
valehti reported that a researcher received 
a reprimand from the communication 
department after showing a version of the 
logo with a beanie on their lecture slides 
(Onninen, 2019).

In early 2020, controversy over the 
tuniface logo took on new dimensions. 
On February 18, 2020, the students’ Green 
Left association of Tampere University 
(Viva, 2020) published an open letter on 
its website in response to a message sent 
by Tampere University’s management 
concerning an earlier blog post from 2018. 
The 2018 text made ironic remarks about 
the bubbling megatrend of ignoring the 
constitution and called for the great an-
cient Cthulhu to take the lead at Tampere 
University. The original text was illustrated 
with a variation of the Tampere University 
logo, with tentacles (a Cthulhu trademark 
feature) added to the tuniface. The first 
publicly distributed ironic tuniface vari-
ation was thus born in June 2018, but the 
debate on its symbolic value did not reach 
national-level publicity until early 2020. 
Tampere University’s response to the stu-
dent organization was made public and 
met with criticism online:

@TampereUni administration threatens a 

stu dent organization with legal action over 

pub lishing this logo version. Apparently, the 

knowledge of the traditions of student humor 

has burned to dust in some small fire, as the 

issue is approached from this angle. (tweet, 

Feb. 18, 2020)

@TampereUni Are we lighting up some small 

fires at the boundaries of freedom of speech 

and immaterial rights? (tweet, Feb. 18, 2020)

In response to Tampere University’s threa-
tening message, numerous students and 
other Twitter users began making their 
own versions of the tuniface – as a respon-
se to a challenge announced on Twitter by 
a student politician:

So we thought we would spread the glory of 

satire and parody with a small competition! 

So do your own parody of the university logo 

and post it with the hashtag #tuninaama, win-

ner will be awarded with reputation and honor! 

(tweet, Feb. 18, 2020)

The suggested form of parody and carni-
valesque was prominent for a few days in 
February 2020 but continued occasional-
ly thereafter as well. National news media 
reported on the social media buzz ac-
companied by galleries of logo variations 
(e. g., Körkkö, 2020). The modifications in-
cluded popular vernacular online expres-
sions and classic global memes, such as 
the Phantom comic, “this is fine” dog and 
the disaster girl meme (Figure 3). Various 
fire-related visual cues have been used in 
many versions (firefighters, Sauron’s tow-
er, different burning house memes, and 

Figure 3: Version of the disaster girl with 
tuninaama

Note: The text reads: “I lit up wee fires on interfaces.”
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fire comics). In line with Denisova’s (2019) 
notion, memes combine global discourses 
with a local agenda. Several modifications, 
however, relied on local image macros that 
often reappropriated content from old 
Finnish movies and TV series as well as 
political figures.

While image macros and other me-
metic content were often used to produce 
humorous framing, some visual material 
was also used to build connotations refer-
ring to suppressing freedom of speech and 
totalitarian regimes. These versions used 
imagery from popular culture (Star Wars, 
Lord of the Rings, and Hitler movies) and 
historical visuals from old Soviet Union 
propaganda posters. Some versions con-
tained further direct references to Tam-
pere University-branded material beyond 
the tuniface logo, for example, by suggest-
ing tweaked versions of the university slo-
gan (Figure 4).

According to Wiggins (2019), memes are 
used for constructing identities and rais-
ing self-esteem, but they also help bring 
marginal issues to broader attention, 
which also happened in the Tampere Uni-
versity case. Overall, while the main point 
of the visual variations was satire and par-
ody, many of the tweets shared a more se-
rious and critical undertone: Twitter users 
resisted the style and tone of Tampere Uni-
versity communications, which was seen 

as opposite to the existing values and spirit 
of the university community. Some tweets 
made this tension explicit and suggested 
alternative actions:

I gladly greet the fact that when the universi-

ty threatens those having fun with its brand, 

#tuninaama and #tunipalo end up trending 

on social media. Could it be thought that 

openness and humor work better as a uni-

fying force than an intranet announcement 

saying that we need to speak in a “we-form.” 

(tweet, Feb. 18, 2020)

Tampere University responded to the on-
going stir by tweeting its apology in the 
afternoon of February 18, 2018. The tweet, 
sent from rector Mari Walls’s personal ac-
count, included a discreetly modified ver-
sion of the tuniface with a small emoji on 
top of it:

Based on the feedback we received, we asked 

the student organization Viva to remove the 

university logo modifica tion from their post-

ers and website. Our reaction was too sharp 

and we regret it. It is not intended to prohib-

it satire or the use of memes. #tuninaama  

(tweet, Feb. 18, 2020)

Overall, the use of the tuniface logo and 
hashtag in social media posts positioned 
them as signs of critical speech imbued 
with irony, which seeks to dispel the uncer-
tainty and tensions surrounding the be-
ginning of a new university in creative and 
community-strengthening ways. Thus, 
par a doxically, these messages challenged 
the management and new branding strat-
egy of the university but simultaneously 
seemed to strengthen the university com-
munity. As the final tweet in a long analytic 
thread puts it:

You should be pleased that we still care so 

much about this university that we can crit-

icize it. Indifference [toward] the university 

is the worst thing that could happen. (tweet, 

Feb. 19, 2020)

Figure 4: Tuninaama variation where the 
“Human potential unlimited” slogan 
is modified
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6.4 Resolution to the “communication 
problem”

By spring 2020, Tampere University was 
increasingly embroiled in a reputation 
crisis, and university management had to 
respond to remedy the situation. The uni-
versity’s promotional discourse and buzz 
rhetoric were ridiculed in public. At the 
same time, university staff and students 
increasingly criticized university man-
agement. The reason for this was not only 
the failed branding of the university but, 
above all, the fact that the activities of the 
university management were questioned. 
Since the establishment of the Foundation 
University, the administration of Tampere 
University has been criticized for disman-
tling democratic practices and for a cul-
ture of secrecy (Kuusela et al., 2019; Pou-
tanen et al., 2022). However, in the public 
debates we examined, promotional com-
munication emerged as the central focus 
of criticism, and the Tampere University 
responses framed the controversy as an 
issue of communication. 

The ongoing debate was finally ad-
dressed in an intervention by top man-
agement. On February 26, 2020, Suomen 
Kuvalehti published an interview with 
the chairman of the Tampere University 
board, Ilkka Herlin, who said that Tam-
pere University communication “policy 
must be changed.” He argued: “That cul-
ture of communication has come from 
another world to the Tampere Univer-
sity, where different academic cultures 
are being reconciled at the same time. 
It hasn’t worked. This is quite obvious” 
(Keski-Heikkilä, 2020). Changes followed 
soon. On March 4, Aamulehti newspaper 
reported that the employment contract of 
the communications and brand director of 
Tampere University had been terminated, 
and her resignation took effect immedi-
ately. Two days later, on March 6, the rector 
of Tampere University sent an email to the 
staff with apologies:

Our brand and brand communications have 

sparked a lot of discussion in our community 

and also in the public. I am very sorry that we 

have not succeeded in creating the conditions 

for everyone to feel that they truly belong to 

the new university community. (Paananen, 

2020)

Thus, despite the ongoing, almost three-
year discussion about university democ-
racy and organizational change, the repu-
tation crisis of the university was defined 
narrowly as a communication problem, 
and the solution was to dismiss the com-
munications and brand director. The 
apologies also framed the issues clearly 
as a communication issue, not as a man-
agement issue; no apology for the style of 
management was offered. This could be 
regarded as a way to silence the more pro-
found structural debates related to univer-
sity administration and personnel policies 
by indicating that some action had been 
taken.

7 Discussion: Quasi-corporate 
communication and its 
repercussions in the hybrid media 
space

Our analysis demonstrates that promo-
tional discourses and branding in higher 
education may lead to ‘dysfunctional’ ef-
fects and reputation crises in the hybrid 
media system. The promotional discourse 
by Tampere University was directly dissem-
inated in some news media, most notably 
the advertorial published in Kauppalehti in 
February 2020 (Tampere University Associ-
ation, 2020). However, various cri tical voic-
es gained visibility on social me dia plat-
forms, from Twitter to blogs and Facebook. 
In the hybrid media system, different me-
dia formats, platforms, and genres are re-
flexively connected, and their operation-
al logics support each other, paving way 
to new discursive practices. This inter-
twined logic is clearly visible in our data. 
First, news media coverage of Tampere 
University’s politics and branding acted 
as discussion openers on social media, 
for example, in critical discussions about 
business-style internal communication 
or the advertorial in Kauppalehti. Sec-
ond, social media debates tended to re-
sult in news media coverage, particular ly 
in the visual narratives constructed by 
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news media from logo variations circulat-
ing on Twitter. This is a typical example of 
the cyclical media logic of the hybrid media 
system (Chadwick, 2013; Ojala et al., 2019).

For a traditional organization such 
as a university, as well as for strategic 
communication in particular, the hybrid 
media space is an uncontrollable arena 
where reputation management can be 
very difficult, if not impossible. The new 
university gained a lot of visibility in terms 
of metrics and buzz but not in ways that 
would have built the kind of reputation-
al capital, as suggested by Cronin (2016). 
Instead, the social media conversations 
mostly represented the voices of dissatis-
fied employees, students, and other stake-
holders, which brought the polyvocality of 
the university institution to the fore (Ben-
oit-Barné & Martine, 2021; Hazen, 1993). 
Promotional practices adopted by the uni-
versity were confronted with active stake-
holders, who started to modify the promo-
tional material for their own purposes to 
express critical views.

Previous studies based on interviews 
have shown that university branding ef-
forts often meet criticism from universi-
ty staff (e. g., Aspara et al., 2014; Chapleo, 
2015; Davies, 2020; Frandsen et al., 2018). 
Universities are “plurivocal organizations” 
(Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2017, p. 153) and 
perhaps “too complex to express in a suc-
cinct brand proposition” (Chapleo, 2015, 
p. 160). In the case of Tampere University, 
this criticism was rooted in the ongoing 
struggles of university management. In the 
merger of the university, previous collegial 
and representative bodies were replaced 
by more streamlined top-down manage-
ment structures, which “left little room for 
democratic resistance” (Poutanen et al., 
2022, p. 432) for teachers, researchers, and 
students. Therefore, in line with the think-
ing of Gabriel (2008), the members of the 
university community had to find other 
channels for their ‘spectacles of resis-
tance,’ and the brand campaign escalated 
into a reputation crisis in a hybrid media 
environment. In the end, the university 
leadership faced a reputational problem 
that had to be solved in one way or an-
other. It was solved as a ‘communication 

problem’: the communications and brand 
director had to go.

During the branding campaign, the 
resistance found new energy on social 
media platforms, particularly blogs and 
memes, which ridiculed the campaign slo-
gans. Partly similar criticism was sparked 
by the previous merger of Aalto University 
in 2009 (Aspara et al., 2014; Aula & Tienari, 
2011; Tienari, Aula, & Aarrevaara, 2016). 
This merger took place 10 years earlier, 
when social media platforms were just 
emerging, and it did not cause similar 
public debates as the case analyzed here. 
Our case also bears many similarities to 
the branding campaign of the Norwegian 
University of Science and Technology, an-
alyzed by Davies (2020); she argues that 
the “openness of the campaign meant that 
it was readily picked up on and personal-
ized (and occasionally subverted)” (p. 239) 
by the university staff.

In our case, this play with words and 
images was further intensified by the cir-
culation of memes between social media 
platforms and news media. The hybrid 
media environment facilitates the partici-
pation and mobilization of protests, which 
is important for social activism (Caren, 
Andrews, & Lu, 2020). However, universi-
ty management tried to restrain this open 
circulation of meanings by threatening 
a student organization with legal action 
over publishing a meme of the university 
logo. This act of intimidation actually en-
couraged new actors to publish memes, 
which further ridiculed the campaign 
slogans. Frustrated by diminishing demo-
cratic possibilities to take part in the new 
university’s administration, some students 
and teachers at Tampere University found 
a new way to resist and subvert the top-
down management and corporate style 
of communication (Gabriel, 2008). In the 
news media, this playful contestation led 
to increasing public criticism against uni-
versity management and the communica-
tions and brand departments.

In autumn 2021, it became increasing-
ly clear that the difficulties with the Tam-
pere University brand went beyond the 
obvious “communication problem.” When 
university management announced plans 
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to close down the university library and 
significantly reduce administrative and 
support staff, this sparked demonstrations 
among the staff and students. The man-
agement of the university was accused of 
“managerialist top-down leadership” and 
diminishing democracy, which aimed to 
transform the university into a “product 
development laboratory” (Teittinen, 2021). 
This public criticism continued in Decem-
ber 2021, when Tampere University an-
nounced its decision to terminate 107 po-
sitions in administration and support staff.

8 Conclusion: The risks of 
promotional discourses and 
practices

In this article, we studied the process of 
building a new university merger from the 
perspective of branding and promotional 
communication and the related tensions. 
By adopting a critical stance toward pro-
motional culture (Davis, 2013; Wernick, 
1991) and the rise of a promotional uni-
versity (Cronin, 2016; Davies & Horst, 
2016; Hearn, 2010; Väliverronen, 2021; 
Wernick, 2006), we focused our empirical 
analysis on four distinctive and heated de-
bates that emerged during the branding 
process in 2018–2020. Using social media 
and news media data, we analyzed how 
and why brand messages were contested 
and transformed into resistance expressed 
through discourses and memes on social 
media platforms.

Overall, our findings highlight the role 
of promotional discourse and quasi- cor-
porate communication style as key trig-
gers for critical conversations about Tam-
pere University. The novel organizatio nal 
culture of Tampere University and in 
par ticular its new communication style 
sharply contradicted the perceptions and 
expectations of the university community, 
which eroded the university’s reputation 
and legitimacy (Sihvonen et al., 2020). The 
practices of external advertising agencies, 
consultants, and the communications and 
brand director who came from the corpo-
rate world differed so radically from tradi-
tional university communication practic-

es that this caused ongoing controversies 
within the university and media outcry. 
The discrepancy between community val-
ues based on university democracy and 
the managerialist management practices 
of the university was simply too great.

However, the results of our case study 
cannot be generalized. More research is 
needed, particularly focusing on univer-
sity branding in the hybrid media envi-
ronment, which fosters the distribution 
and amplification of different voices. In 
our case, voices were raised to defend the 
university as a “public good” (Calhoun, 
2006) upholding values of transparency, 
openness, and democracy. Moreover, the 
internal and external discussions also had 
some influence on the actions of the man-
agement, if not on the values and exter-
nal forces driving the decision-making, at 
least to language use. The irony of our case 
was that the excessive promotional dis-
course and buzz rhetoric provoked memes 
and parodies that turned public attention 
toward problematic developments at the 
university. In the short term, quasi-corpo-
rate-style branding efforts, combined with 
top-down corporatist management, may 
lead to a crisis of credibility, as our analysis 
demonstrates.

Promotional practices may also re-
duce academic freedom and researchers’ 
freedom of expression in public arenas. 
Recently, Finnish state research institu-
tes1 in particular have adopted more 
top-down communication practices that 
limit the freedom of expression of their 
researchers and promote a one-voice pol-
icy (Saikkonen & Väliverronen, 2022; Väli-
verronen & Saikkonen, 2021). Streamlined 
quasi-corporate communication practices 
have also been introduced to universities 
(e. g., Cronin, 2016; Davies & Horst, 2016; 
Hearn, 2015). When the plurivocality of 
universities is played down and dissident 
voices are suppressed, this poses a threat 
to academic freedom. This means that 
promotional practices are not only instru-
mental but also “introduce ideological and 

1 For information regarding higher education 
and research in Finland, see https://okm.fi/
en/heis-and-science-agencies.

https://okm.fi/en/heis-and-science-agencies
https://okm.fi/en/heis-and-science-agencies
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cultural shifts to science communication 
practices and to the public role of science” 
(Väliverronen, 2021, p. 141).

Our analysis contributes to the dis-
cussion of the possibilities of “democratic 
resistance” against the managerialization 
of universities by highlighting how the 
changing power relations in communica-
tion afforded by the hybrid media system 
support the visibility and communality 
of organizational resistance (also Gabri-
el, 2008). Unlike during the Aalto merger 
in 2009 (e. g., Aspara et al., 2014; Aula & 
Tienari, 2011), the situation of the Norwe-
gian University of Science and Techno logy 
(Davies, 2020) and Tampere University 
demonstrates that academics and other 
stakeholders are versed to take advantage 
of the communication opportunities avail-
able for them in the current media system. 
As many online commenters pointed out, 
they would be happy to join the “choir” of 
Tampere University if the management 
would first acknowledge the existing com-
munity, their values and autonomy – both 
in decision-making and in communica-
tion.
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Abstract
Over the past decades, higher education institutions (HEIs) across the world have institutionalized commu
nication departments and played an increasingly important role in communicating science to the public. 
While a growing body of research has analyzed the practices and structures of central communication de
partments in HEIs, little is known about developments over time. This study examines perceived changes 
in HEI communication along different analytical dimensions and across HEI types. Conceptually, neoinstitu
tional theory is used to derive the factors that foster this change, specifically the new public management 
reforms and the accompanying coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures on HEIs. The empirical study 
is based on a survey of 196 members of HEI leadership in Switzerland. The results show that, according 
to organizational leaders, HEI communication has diversified and intensified considerably over the last five 
to ten years. It has also become – albeit to a somewhat lesser extent – more professional and strategic. 
Multiple linear regression analysis reveals that the strongest predictors of perceived change in HEI commu
nication are the goal to build public reputation, the perceived competition among HEIs for public reputation, 
and the observation of other Swiss HEIs. The study outlines implications for future research and for HEI 
communicators.

Keywords
university public relations, strategic communication, organizational goals, professionalization, neoinstitutio
nal theory, new public management, higher education research, Switzerland

1 Introduction

Public communication about science 
and science-related issues has grown in 
importance in recent years, and this im-
portance has been further catalyzed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Massarani, 
Murphy, & Lamberts, 2020; Swiss Acad-
emies of Arts and Sciences, 2021). The 
role of organizations, particularly that of 
higher education institutions (HEIs), has 
increased considerably in this commu-
nication. Accordingly, a growing body of 
literature is focused on the communica-
tion of HEIs. Many scholars have noted 
that the importance of HEI communica-
tion has increased significantly in recent 
decades, with an intensification of public 
relations (PR) activities and an expansion 
of communication departments in many 
countries (e. g., Davies, 2020; Elken, Stens-

aker, & Dedze, 2018; Eng wall, 2008; Mar-
cinkowski, Kohring, Friedrichsmeier, & 
Fürst, 2013). Digitalization has led to an 
increase in the number of communication 
channels and changes in communication 
at the decentral level of HEIs (e. g., research 
institutes; Entradas et al., 2020) and in 
particular at the central level, where com-
munication practitioners are responsible 
for the public representation of the whole 
organization (Koivumäki, Koivumäki, & 
Karvonen, 2021; Lažetić, 2019; Metag & 
Schäfer, 2017). However, few studies have 
focused on the changing practices and 
structures of HEI communication. Most 
findings are based on exploratory studies 
of central communication departments 
(e. g., Davies, 2020; Elken et al., 2018; Eng-
wall, 2008) or examine the changing inten-
sity of decentralized communication, for 
instance, the public outreach activities of ((Doi 2022.03.3489))
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scientists in a research organization (Jen-
sen & Croissant, 2007).

To date, no study has systematically 
distinguished and analyzed different di-
mensions of change in central commu-
nication departments of HEIs. Moreover, 
little is known about potential differences 
between HEI types, such as research uni-
versities and universities of applied sci-
ences, about the factors driving changes in 
HEI communication, and about cross-na-
tional differences. While some evidence 
is available for Germany and the Nordic 
countries (e. g., Bühler, Naderer, Koch, & 
Schuster, 2007; Engwall, 2008; Koivumä-
ki et al., 2021; Marcinkowski et al., 2013; 
Schwetje, Hauser, & Leßmöllmann, 2017), 
no comprehensive studies have been con-
ducted on HEI communication in Switzer-
land.

Therefore, this study sets out to shed 
light on the Swiss case and provide data on 
different dimensions of change. We exam-
ine perceived changes in the structure, ac-
tivities, and role of central communication 
departments and analyze potential dif-
ferences between HEI types. The analysis 
is based on a study conducted in autumn 
2020 that surveyed all members of the 
executive management in Swiss HEIs – a 
group that has gained importance due to 
the new public management (NPM) re-
forms but has been neglected in research 
on HEI communication (exceptions: Eng-
wall, 2008; Marcinkowski et al., 2013). 
Subsequently, we use linear regression 
analysis to investigate which factors drive 
perceived changes in HEI communication. 
These factors are derived from character-
istics of the NPM reforms that have led 
to more competition and a greater need 
for legitimation among HEIs (S. Lange & 
Schimank, 2007) and from neo-institu-
tional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Scott, 1994). The latter has proven fruitful 
in previous research on higher education 
in general and on HEI communication 
in particular (Elken et al., 2018; Engwall, 
2008; Fähnrich, Kuhnhenn, & Raaz, 2019; 
Hasse & Krücken, 2009; Marcinkowski, 
Kohring, Fürst, & Friedrichsmeier, 2014). 

In the following, we first summarize 
the state of research on changes in HEI 

communication at the central level by 
distinguishing four trends: intensifica-
tion, diversification, professionalization, 
and increasing strategic alignment (Sec-
tion 2). We then outline the NPM reforms 
HEIs in many countries have undergone 
and introduce neo-institutional theory, 
along with its distinction between coer-
cive, normative, and mimetic pressures, 
as the conceptual foundation of our study 
(Section 3). Next, we explain the study de-
sign (Section 4) and report the findings of 
an online survey of 196 Swiss HEI leaders 
(Section 5). Finally, we discuss the factors 
influencing recent changes in HEI com-
munication and reflect on the implica-
tions of the results (Section 6).

2 Literature review: Changes in HEI 
communication at the central level

Research on HEI’s public communication 
has grown in recent years, especially in 
German-speaking countries (Fähnrich, 
2018; Fähnrich, Metag, Post, & Schäfer, 
2019). However, HEI communication has 
been largely neglected both in research 
on science communication and on stra-
tegic communication (Schäfer & Fähn-
rich, 2020). Current scholarship has sev-
eral shortcomings, three of which will be 
tackled here. First, most studies are based 
on semi-structured interviews with com-
munication practitioners, offering rich 
insights into HEI communication (Elken 
et al., 2018; Engwall, 2008; Hauser, 2020; 
Kallfass, 2009; Lo, Huang, & Peters, 2019; 
Schwetje, Hauser, Böschen, & Leßmöll-
mann, 2020). However, few scholars have 
conducted standardized surveys of prac-
titioners in central communication de-
partments and provided larger data sets to 
shed light on the practices and structures 
of HEI communication (Bühler et al., 2007; 
Höhn, 2011; Marcinkowski et al., 2013; 
Schwetje et al., 2017). Second, most studies 
merely provide snapshots of the status quo 
of HEI communication rather than giving 
insights on how it has changed (excep-
tion: Engwall, 2008). Third, some studies 
focus on research universities (e. g., Elken 
et al., 2018; Hauser, 2020) or – if they in-
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clude other, more recently emerged types 
of HEIs, such as universities of applied 
sciences – often do not report or discuss 
potential differences between HEI types 
(e. g., Marcinkowski et al., 2013; Schwetje 
et al., 2020).

The current study assesses perceived 
changes in the public communication of 
different types of HEIs. While the research 
field is young and studies on HEI’s central 
communication departments are scarce 
(Davies, 2020, p. 228), previous studies can 
be used to tentatively reconstruct the de-
velopments in HEI communication. When 
considering and comparing the existing 
findings of various studies conducted at 
different points in time, four dimensions 
of change or trends can be distinguished: 
HEI communication in central communi-
cation offices has intensified, diversified, 
become more strategic, and professional-
ized.

One of the most significant chang-
es many scholars have identified is an 
intensification of HEI communication. 
Communication departments in HEI’s 
have a growing number of personnel, 
receive more financial resources, and 
produce more output. Previous studies 
found a slight increase in financial re-
sources (Höhn, 2011) and an expansion of 
communication departments during the 
2000s and early 2010s in HEIs in Germa-
ny (Bühler et al., 2007; Marcinkowski et al., 
2013; Schwetje et al., 2017), Switzerland 
(Anderegg & Kunz, 2003; Russ‐Mohl, 2017), 
and the Nordic countries (Engwall, 2008). 
Accordingly, the volume of media releas-
es by German HEIs increased significant-
ly during this period (Serong et al., 2017). 
The expansion of communication depart-
ments and their output has occurred in 
universities of applied sciences (UAS) and 
even more so in research universities (RU) 
(Bühler et al., 2007; Marcinkowski et al., 
2013; Schwetje et al., 2017; Serong et al., 
2017). However, we do not know whether 
further intensification has taken place in 
recent years.

Several studies have shown that com-
munication departments in HEIs use 
many different communication channels 
and address different target groups, such 

as political and corporate actors, students, 
employees, or the general public (Bühler 
et al., 2007; Engwall, 2008; Marcinkowski 
et al., 2013). Diversification refers to an 
increase in the number of communica-
tion channels used and target groups ad-
dressed by HEI communication. Bühler 
et al. (2007) have shown that communica-
tion departments in German HEIs saw an 
increase in the number and importance of 
target groups in the early 2000s, with stu-
dents, alumni, pupils, and corporations 
becoming more relevant. In addition to 
the traditional use of media releases and 
the organization of events (Bühler et al., 
2007; Höhn, 2011; Kallfass, 2009; Lo et al., 
2019; Marcinkowski et al., 2013), commu-
nication departments have started to use 
various online and social media channels 
to directly address their target groups 
(Hauser, 2020; Lo et al., 2019; Metag & 
Schäfer, 2017; Schwetje et al., 2017). How-
ever, little is known about the extent of 
these changes and whether they differ be-
tween different HEI types.

The comparison of findings of previ-
ous studies reveals a professionalization 
of communication departments in HEIs. 
Processes of professionalization can be 
attributed to a number of factors, includ-
ing education, training, or self-organiza-
tion in associations, and are usually as-
sociated with improved positioning and 
status of communication departments in 
organizations (Pieczka, 2008). While early 
studies on HEI communication reported 
a low proportion of employees with a uni-
versity education or vocational training in 
the field of communication (Bühler et al., 
2007; Höhn, 2011) – especially in UAS com-
munication departments (Bühler et al., 
2007), more recent studies have found a 
growing number of communication prac-
titioners with such education (Schwetje 
et al., 2017). In a qualitative study of HEI 
communication departments in Sweden, 
Engwall (2008) reported similar develop-
ments. Professionalization also includes 
practices and measures that contribute to 
professionalizing the overall communica-
tion of the organization by empowering 
other organizational members to commu-
nicate (Zerfass & Volk, 2018). This is par-
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ticularly important for HEIs, as they are 
“loosely coupled systems” (Weick, 1976) 
with complex communication structures, 
to which the scientific personnel from a 
wide range of disciplines contribute sig-
nificantly (Eng wall, 2008; Kallfass, 2009; 
Marcinkowski et al., 2014). Studies from 
Germany and Sweden suggest that com-
munication departments support other 
organizational members and departments 
in their media contacts, offer media train-
ings, and establish communication pol-
icies that set rules for all organizational 
members when dealing with news media 
or the public (Engwall, 2008; Marcinkows-
ki et al., 2014; Peters, Heinrichs, Jung, Kall-
fass, & Petersen, 2008). Such rules exert 
some influence, but they are not followed 
by all organizational members (Schwetje 
et al., 2017). While these studies only shed 
light on the status quo, Rowe and Brass 
(2011) revealed a growth of communica-
tion policies in Australian RU during the 
2000s. However, we know little about de-
velopments in recent years, and there is a 
general lack of know ledge regarding the 
professionalization of HEI communica-
tion in Switzerland.

Increasing strategic alignment of HEI 
communication means a more strate-
gic orientation in communication and a 
growing influence of communication de-
partments on strategic decision-making 
processes. The former can manifest as a 
communication strategy and plan, which 
is derived strategically from overarching 
organizational goals, defines different 
communication goals and measures, and 
guides communication practitioners in 
their daily work (Bühler et al., 2007; Volk & 
Zerfass, 2018). The latter is concerned 
with communication departments taking 
on not only an operational management 
function but also a strategic one. With 
their specific expertise in media, commu-
nication, and public opinion formation, 
HEI communication practitioners can in-
fluence organizational decisions with stra-
tegic relevance and provide a consulting 
function for HEI leadership (Kohring, Mar-
cinkowski, Lindner, & Karis, 2013). With 
respect to German HEIs in the 2000s and 
early 2010s, both aspects of strategic align-

ment were found to be rather low (Bräuti-
gam & Ettl-Huber, 2013; Bühler et al., 2007; 
Höhn, 2011; Kohring et al., 2013). A study 
of Swiss RU in 2002 also revealed that few 
communication departments align their 
work to an overall communication plan 
(Anderegg & Kunz, 2003). However, we do 
not know whether the strategic alignment 
may have changed in recent years.

Overall, there is a lack of studies exam-
ining changes in HEI communication over 
the past few years (i.e., since the 2010s) 
and across HEI types. While some stud-
ies hint at differences between HEI types 
(Bühler et al., 2007; Höhn, 2011; Serong 
et al., 2017), a comprehensive analysis of 
such differences in relation to the four 
abovementioned trends is lacking. Despite 
this lack of evidence, however, scholars 
often describe changes in HEI communi-
cation as broad trends seemingly encom-
passing all HEIs (e. g., Borchelt & Nielsen, 
2014; Väliverronen, 2021). Accordingly, we 
examine potential changes in HEI com-
munication in recent years as perceived by 
HEI leadership and explore whether these 
trends hold true for different HEI types.

In doing so, we focus on Switzerland, 
where knowledge about communication 
structures and practices of Swiss HEIs is 
based on very few studies (Metag & Schäfer, 
2017; Vogler & Schäfer, 2020), graduation 
theses (Anderegg & Kunz, 2003), gener-
al-interest books (Hafner, 2020), and an 
unpublished lecture (Russ‐Mohl, 2017). 

We address the following research 
questions:

 RQ1: How much has HEI communica-
tion in Switzerland changed in recent 
years from the perspective of HEI lead-
ers? 

 RQ2: How do perceived changes in 
HEI communication differ across HEI 
types?

We answer these research questions based 
on a survey of all leaders of Swiss HEIs. 
We argue that this group is in a particu-
larly good position to assess the changing 
nature of HEI communication, following 
previous studies in which HEI leaders 
(e. g., presidents, prorectors) have been 
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interviewed (Engwall, 2008) or surveyed 
(Marcinkowski et al., 2013) regarding the 
communication of their organization. 
The highest-level management in HEIs 
(e. g., members of the rectorate or execu-
tive board) is usually responsible for allo-
cating resources to communication and 
often sets the goals for communication 
departments (Bühler et al., 2007; Elken 
et al., 2018; Engwall, 2008; Schwetje et al., 
2020). We further argue that analyzing the 
perceived changes in HEI communication 
from the leaders’ perspective is more inter-
esting than surveying the communicators 
themselves, as the latter may overestimate 
their own importance and increase in rele-
vance. Meanwhile, members of the rector-
ate are arguably in a more neutral position 
to assess changes in HEI communication. 
Moreover, HEI leaders have gained influ-
ence in recent decades due to the NPM re-
forms, which is outlined in more detail in 
the following section.

3 New public management reforms 
from a neo-institutional perspective

Similar to many other areas of public ad-
ministration, the higher education sector 
has been permeated by the concept of 
new public management (NPM). In the 
course of the NPM reforms beginning in 
the 1990s, the state refrained from taking 
detailed control of HEIs and granted them 
more formal autonomy. At the same time, 
however, HEIs were required to legitimize 
themselves by proving their efficiency 
and the societal relevance of their perfor-
mance (Krücken, 2021; S. Lange, 2008). 
Overall, NPM reforms in OECD countries, 
including Switzerland, are characterized 
by three basic features: increased exter-
nal influences on their goals, increased 
competition, and centralization of de-
cision-making power (Altrichter, 2015; 
Blümel, Kloke, & Krücken, 2011; Braun, 
1999; S. Lange & Schimank, 2007). 

First, HEIs must deal with increased 
external influences on their goals. The state 
or stakeholders mandated by the state, 
such as university councils, have estab-
lished target agreements or performance 

contracts with HEIs (S. Lange & Schimank, 
2007; Leder, 2018). The latter decide on the 
appropriate measures to take but must 
align their operations with the agreed 
objectives. This management based on 
objectives (Braun, 1999) is intended to 
increase the efficiency and stakeholder 
orientation of HEIs. Target agreements 
can concern, for example, the number of 
enrolled students, amount of third-par-
ty funds, performance in technology and 
knowledge transfer, visibility in news 
media, or positioning in HEI rankings  
(Baschung, Benninghoff, Goastellec, & 
Perellon, 2009; R. Lange, 2010; Lanzen-
dorf & Orr, 2006).

Second, NPM reforms are aimed at 
triggering increased competition among 
HEIs. Whereas previously it was mainly 
individual scientists who competed for 
reputation, the NPM reforms pushed the 
idea of intense competition between HEIs 
(Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 2012; Krücken, 
2021). Because of its public funding, “high-
er education remains a ‘quasi-market’ in 
which only partial market relations apply” 
(Marginson, 2004, pp. 181–182). However, 
basic public funding has been reduced in 
recent decades, while project- and per-
formance-based funding (e. g., third-par-
ty funding, funding based on the number 
of graduates) has increased (Jongbloed, 
2018; Krücken, 2021; Lepori, 2006). HEIs 
increasingly perceive competition at var-
ious levels: for financial resources, good 
students and researchers, and a good pub-
lic reputation (Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 
2012; Krücken, 2021; S. Lange & Schimank, 
2007; Meier, 2019).

Third, the NPM reforms contributed 
to strengthening the hierarchical power 
structures within HEIs, particularly to the 
increased decision-making power of HEI 
leaders (Blümel, 2016; S. Lange & Schi-
mank, 2007). With this increased influ-
ence in the organization, HEI leadership 
is required to fulfill the established target 
agreements, advance the profiling and po-
sitioning of the HEI, address (potentially 
conflicting) societal expectations, and rep-
resent the organization in public (Blümel, 
2016; Kleimann, 2011; Meier, 2019; Truni-
ger, 2017). Their work involves diverse 
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tasks and strong uncertainties, as there are 
neither recipes for success nor uniform 
success criteria in a sector that is subject to 
strong transformations (Kleimann, 2011).

The most prominent approach for 
conceptualizing the potential effects of this 
fundamental change in the governance of 
higher education is neo-institutional the-
ory (Marcinkowski et al., 2014, p. 58). It re-
volves around the idea that organizations 
first and foremost strive for legitimation. 
Therefore, organizations anticipate the 
expectations of their institutional envi-
ronment and present themselves in accor-
dance with these anticipated expectations 
(Fähnrich et al., 2019; Friedrichsmeier & 
Fürst, 2013; Hasse & Krücken, 2009; Sand-
hu, 2012). This leads to homogenization 
processes – so-called isomorphism – with-
in organizational fields. DiMaggio and 
Powell (1983) identified three mechanisms 
driving this isomorphism: coercive, nor-
mative, and mimetic pressures. These 
three mechanisms form the conceptual 
basis for this study. Coercive pressures are 
induced by governmental bodies through 
the use of legal regulations. Normative 
pressures arise from professional asso-
ciations, which define best practices or 
contribute to the diffusion of standards 
or values that organizations such as HEIs 
are supposed to adopt. Mimetic pressures 
emerge when organizations observe other 
organizations within their field, meaning 
that “organizations tend to model them-
selves after similar organizations in their 
field that they perceive to be more legiti-
mate or successful” (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983, p. 152). Coercive, normative, and 
mimetic pressures have fueled the imple-
mentation of NPM in HEIs.

In recent decades, the external influ-
ence on the goals of HEIs in Switzerland, 
as in many other countries, has grown 
and become increasingly diversified. The 
abovementioned objectives – recruiting 
more students, acquiring research funds, 
building a good reputation, engaging 
in knowledge transfer, and performing 
well in rankings – are the subject of for-
malized target agreements in many HEIs 
(Baschung et al., 2009; R. Lange, 2010; 
Lanzendorf & Orr, 2006) and are therefore 

mainly pushed by the coercive pressures of 
legal regulations. In addition, professional 
associations also promote such objectives 
(e. g., Kostorz, 2020), thereby contributing 
to normative pressures.

Furthermore, the increase of (a per-
ceived) competition among HEIs is the 
result of coercive and normative pres-
sures. Coercive pressures come from cuts in  
basic public funding and the allocation 
of more money through competitions 
and sector-wide performance measure-
ments (Jongbloed, 2018; Krücken, 2021;  
Lepori, 2006; Pasternack & Schulze, 2011). 
In recent decades, many associations and 
committees, such as the German Science 
Council or Swissuniversities, have exerted 
normative pressures by promoting the idea 
that increasing competition between HEIs 
would strengthen higher education sys-
tems (Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 2012; Mei-
er, 2019; Swissuniversities, 2005). Previous 
research has shown that German HEIs per-
ceive growing competition and, along with 
it, a need to engage in image and repu-
tation building (Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 
2012).

Mimetic pressures play an important 
role in times of change and situations 
of high uncertainty regarding how to 
manage and legitimize an organization 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hasse & Krück-
en, 2009): Organizational actors observe 
other organizations within their field to 
get a sense of successful practices, for ex-
ample, by monitoring their portrayal in 
news media or comparing HEI rankings 
(Engwall, 2008; Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 
2012; Krücken, 2021). Due to the increase 
of decision-making power of HEI leaders, 
their observations can have a significant 
impact. A survey of German HEI leaders 
showed that HEIs are indeed increasing-
ly observing each other’s practices and 
structures (Friedrichsmeier & Fürst, 2012). 
An exploratory interview study of Swed-
ish HEI leaders revealed that observing 
the increasing investments of other HEIs 
in communication activities creates pres-
sure, which results in a strengthening of 
one’s own communication department 
(Engwall, 2008).
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Taken together, these theoretical con-
siderations and empirical findings show 
that coercive, normative, and mimetic 
pressures can affect the goals of HEIs, per-
ceived competition with other HEIs, and 
the mutual observation of HEIs. We as-
sume that these three factors – HEIs’ goals, 
competition, and mutual observation – 
could help explain perceived changes in 
HEI communication. Therefore, we pose 
the following research question:

 RQ3: Which factors contribute to per-
ceived changes in HEI communication?

4 Method and data

To answer these research questions, we 
conducted an online survey of the leaders 
at all Swiss HEIs as part of a larger research 
project investigating HEI communication 
in Switzerland (https://c3h.ch/en).

4.1 The Swiss HEI environment
The Swiss higher education landscape is 
culturally and institutionally diverse, with 
three main language regions and three 
different HEI types: “For a small country, 
it hosts a considerable number of higher 
education institutions” (Swiss Academies 
of Arts and Sciences, 2021, p. 20), which 
are often highly ranked globally and in-
clude research universities (RU), univer-
sities of applied sciences (UAS), and col-
leges of education (CE). Founded since the 
1990s, UAS and CE specialize in applied 
research and the education of teachers, 
respectively (Denzler, 2014; Lepori, 2008; 
Truniger, 2017). Swiss RU typically have a 
long history and cover a broad spectrum 
of disciplines (Denzler, 2014; Pasternack & 
Schulze, 2011). The size of RU, UAS, and 
CE also varies considerably. While CE are 
rather small, with around 80 to 3400 stu-
dents, UAS are typically larger, with 185 
to 22 000 students, and RU have up to 
27 000 students (Bundesamt für Statistik, 
2020; see also Denzler, 2014). The three 
types of HEIs also differ strongly in terms 
of the share and total amount of third-par-
ty funding (Bundesamt für Statistik, 2020). 
Most RU have a high share of third-party 

funding, ranging from 20 to 40 percent 
of total income. Most UAS have a share 
ranging between 11 and 23 percent, while 
the share for most CE ranges from zero 
to 14 percent. The maximum amount of 
third-party funding for an RU in 2019 was 
nearly 350 million CHF, whereas the maxi-
mums were 83 million and 23 million CHF 
for UAS and CE, respectively.

As Switzerland is one of the most in-
novative countries in the world and has 
a well-educated population (Griessen & 
Braun, 2008; SERI, 2020), it represents a 
typical case of the worldwide expansion 
and diversification of higher education 
systems (Frank & Meyer, 2007; Lepori, 
2008; Marginson, 2016). Like many other 
countries, the Swiss higher education sys-
tem was transformed by NPM reforms (see 
Section 3).

4.2 Surveying HEI leaders 
A pretest was carried out to assess the 
quality and comprehensibility of the ques-
tionnaire. Fourteen participants, includ-
ing former rectors and prorectors with 
many years of experience as well as heads 
of communication, communication of-
ficers, and scholars of higher education 
research and university communication, 
tested the measurements analyzed in 
this study. They were invited to fill in the 
questionnaire and make comments and 
suggestions, after which they were inter-
viewed individually. After their feedback, 
question and item wording were partly 
changed, some questions and items were 
added, and further changes were made.

Ethics approval was obtained from 
the Ethics Commission of the University 
of Zurich. The online survey took place 
between September 1 and November 1, 
2020. It was a whole-population survey of 
all Swiss HEI leaders, including 14 RU, 10 
UAS, and 18 CE. Based on publicly avail-
able information on all 42 HEIs in Switzer-
land, we compiled a database with contact 
details encompassing all leaders of Swiss 
HEIs. This database, compiled in spring 
2020, contains information on people at 
the highest level of executive management 
in all Swiss HEIs. Due to the heterogeneity 
of organizational structures in HEIs, the 

https://c3h.ch/en/
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selection of what we considered HEI lead-
ership was operationalized through two 
criteria: the management unit a) should 
have a mandate for the entire organization 
and b) should be at the highest level in the 
executive decision-making chain. In cases 
of doubt, we also considered the organi-
gram and statutes of an HEI. The titles of 
HEI leadership units and their members 
vary greatly across HEIs in Switzerland, 
but two main groups form a substantial 
part: the “rectorate” and the “executive 
board.” A rectorate (typically in RU) in-
cludes a rector, vice-rector(s), and prorec-
tors. In six cases, deans were also members 
of the executive management, accounting 
for 14 respondents in the sample. An ex-
ecutive board (typically at UAS and CE) 
includes a president, vice-president(s), 
and a number of directors. In four cases, 
HEI leadership also included advisory 
members without voting rights (e. g., chief 
of communications or general secretary). 
These positions were also included, ac-
counting for 12 respondents in the sample.

Five hundred and eight contacts were 
invited by email to participate in an online 
survey programmed with EFS survey soft-
ware. The questionnaire was available in 
German, French, and Italian, as the HEIs 
are located in all three main language re-
gions of Switzerland. Twenty-seven lead-
ers in our contact list could not be reached 
or no longer worked in their positions. 

Of the 481 leaders successfully con-
tacted, 276 participated in our survey. The 
response rate of 57 percent is slightly high-
er than in a previous survey of German 
HEI leaders (Marcinkowski et al., 2013) 
and very satisfactory compared to general 
response rates of online surveys (Hagen-
ah, 2017; Hooker & Gil de Zúñiga, 2017). 
The current analysis includes all leaders 
who answered the questions on chang-
es in HEI communication and worked in 
the rectorate / executive board of their HEI 
since at least 2017 (n = 196). The reason for 
excluding respondents who started work-
ing in their position after 2017 was that 
they could not provide valid information 
about changes in the structures and activi-
ties of the communication departments of 
their organization.

4.3 Measures
The analyses are based on 26 variables. 
The surveyed leaders replied on a seven- 
point scale from 0 = “not at all” / “not at all 
important” to 6 = “very much” / “very im-
portant” on most items.

Perceived changes in HEI communica-
tion: This dimension was measured with 
eight items (Table 2), representing the 
four theoretically identified dimensions 
of change in HEI communication: inten-
sification, diversification, professionaliza-
tion, and increasing strategic alignment. 
Two items were used to measure each 
dimension (for correlations between the 
items, see Table 7 in the supplementa-
ry material). We used a seven-point scale 
ranging from 0 = “not at all” to 6 = “very 
much” to capture the intensity of per-
ceived change over the past five to ten 
years, assuming that all identified trends 
(e. g., professionalization) have increased 
rather than decreased in recent years. This 
assumption was based on the state of re-
search (see Section 2) and has proven to be 
reasonable.1 The eight items form an index 
of “perceived changes in HEI communica-
tion,” with a satisfactory Cronbach’s alpha 
value (= .79) that was later used as the de-
pendent variable in a regression analysis 
to explain the drivers of perceived changes 
in HEI communication.

Goals of HEIs: We developed five items 
to measure the goal orientations of HEIs 
beyond ensuring high quality in research 
and teaching. With respect to the past five 
years, we asked leaders to rate the focus of 
the goals pursued by their organization, 
including the following: acquisition of re-
search funding, good image and public 

1 Only a vanishingly small number of respon-
dents selected 0 = “not at all” for the items 
about perceived changes in HEI commu-
nication (between 1 % and 3.5 % of the res-
pondents). The one exception was the item 
“influence on strategic decisions,” where 
6.7 % of leaders indicated that HEI commu-
nication had “not at all” gained influence. 
Overall, this leads us to believe that we have 
adequately captured changes in HEI com-
munication by omitting decreasing develop-
ments and instead focusing on the potential 
increase of the four analyzed dimensions.
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reputation, recruitment of more students, 
knowledge transfer and social impact, and 
good performance in rankings.

Competition among HEIs: Five items 
were used to measure perceived competi-
tion among HEIs. First, we asked leaders to 
rate whether competition among HEIs had 
increased over the past five to ten years. 
Second, we examined the perceived rele-
vance of the fields in which HEIs compete 
with each other, namely, public funding, 
external funding, a good image and pub-
lic reputation, and good students and em-
ployees.

Observation of other HEIs: Three items 
were used to analyze how leaders keep up 
with changes and developments of oth-
er organizations in the HEI landscape. 
We asked how closely they monitor other 
Swiss HEIs of the same type, all HEIs in 
Switzerland, or HEIs in other countries.

HEI type: The respondents were asked 
about the type of HEI they are working for, 
namely, RU, UAS, or CE. 

Respondents’ demographics: The re-
spondents were also asked to indicate 
their age, gender, working years, and prior 
work experience at an HEI.

4.4 Sample description
Of the surveyed HEI leaders, 66 percent 
were employed in the executive manage-
ment at a UAS, while 17 percent worked at 
a CE and 16 percent at an RU (Table 1). The 
small number of responses from HEI lead-
ers of RU and CE reflect actual differences 
between the types of HEIs. The number 
of HEI leaders from UAS (n = 319) is more 
than three times higher than those from 
RU (n = 101) and CE (n = 88). This is due to 
the fact that some Swiss UAS are subdivid-
ed into highly autonomous schools at dif-
ferent locations with their own executive 
management (Pasternack & Schulze, 2011).

The size of HEI leadership differs sig-
nificantly among HEIs. On average, the 
leadership is largest for RU, with an aver-
age of 6.9 people in highest-level leader-
ship positions. Among RU, the organiza-
tion with the smallest management unit 
had only four seats, while the largest had 
twelve. For UAS, the average number was 
5.8 people. However, the size of leadership 

for UAS varies greatly. The smallest lead-
ership unit included only two seats, and 
the largest had 18 seats. CE had the lowest 
average of 5.1 people; the smallest leader-
ship unit had only two seats, and the larg-
est had nine.

On average, the respondents had 
been working in their position since 2011 
(SD = 5). About 60 percent of the respon-
dents reported having worked at their HEI 
prior to their current role in the executive 
management (e. g., as a professor, lecturer, 
or administrator), while nearly 40 percent 
reported having no previous experience at 
their HEI. We did not ask the respondents 
whether they currently work part-time in 
academia. In Switzerland, however, mem-
bers of the rectorate or executive board 
generally do not or rarely work on the side 
academically, as working in the rectorate 
is a full-time position. The distribution 
of age and gender is typical for rector-
ate members: a strong male dominance 
(71.5 %)2 and a comparatively high average 
age of 55 years (SD = 6) can also be found 
in other European countries (Blümel, 
2016, p. 525).3

These demographic data on gender, 
age, and working years are not correlated 
with perceived changes in HEI communi-
cation.4

2 The dominance of men in our sample 
(71.5 %) corresponds to the characteristics 
of the population contacted (n = 508, 68 % 
men).

3 A closer look at the demographics of the 
respondents in the three types of HEIs re-
vealed some differences (see Table 5 in the 
supplementary material). For example, re-
spondents in CE were more likely to be fe-
male, younger on average, and to have less 
prior work experience at the same HEI than 
respondents in UAS or RU. It was also notice-
able that the respondents in UAS had been in 
the rectorate longer on average than respon-
dents in RU and CE. 

4 Pearson correlations with the index of “per-
ceived changes in HEI communication” 
are as follows: Age (r = .010, p = .886); gen-
der (dicho tomized with male vs. female; 
r = –.003, p = .968); working years at rectorate 
(r = –.108, p = .131).
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5 Results

 RQ1: How much has HEI communica-
tion in Switzerland changed in recent 
years from the perspective of HEI lead-
ers?

HEI leaders were asked to assess the 
changes in HEI communication in Swit-
zerland over the past five to ten years. The 
analysis shows that the surveyed leaders 
perceive considerable changes in all four 
dimensions (Table 2). Most importantly, 
they indicate that HEI communication has 
strongly diversified, with an increase in 
the number of communication channels 
(M = 5.1) and target groups (M = 4.1). HEI 
leaders also agree that communication 
has intensified, with an increase in per-
sonnel and financial resources (M = 4.2) 
devoted to it, and more output produced 
(M = 4.0). Further, HEI communication is 
perceived to have become more strategic, 
as evidenced by its alignment with com-
munication strategies and plans (M = 4.2). 
HEI communication departments have 
gained some influence in strategic deci-
sion-making in recent years (M = 2.7) ac-
cording to the surveyed leaders. However, 
this change is the least pronounced. Nev-
ertheless, the respondents perceive that 
more communication practitioners are 
better trained (M = 4.1) and that commu-
nication departments, albeit to a lower de-
gree, are increasingly influencing how HEI 
members communicate publicly (M = 3.7), 
suggesting that HEI communication has 
become professionalized over time.

 RQ2: How do perceived changes in 
HEI communication differ across HEI 
types? 

The data for the eight items measuring per-
ceived changes in HEI communication are 
not normally distributed, and the number 
of respondents from the three HEI types 
vary considerably (Table 1). Thus, we used 
the nonparametric Kruskal–Wallis test 
(MacFarland & Yates, 2016, p. 177) to test 
for differences among the types of HEIs. 

The analysis revealed no significant 
differences between UAS, RU, and CE 
(mean differences of the three types of 
HEIs can be seen in the supplementary 
material in Table 6). Interestingly, leaders 
across different types of HEIs have similar 
views on how the structures and practices 
of their communication departments have 
changed over the past decade in terms of 
intensification, diversification, profession-
alization, and increasing strategic align-
ment.

 RQ3: Which factors contribute to per-
ceived changes in HEI communication?

Multiple linear regression analysis was 
used to examine which of the three fac-
tors theoretically derived from neo-in-
stitutional theory and the literature on 
NPM reforms – goals of HEIs, competition 
with other HEIs, and observation of other 
HEIs – predict the perceived changes in 
HEI communication. The descriptive data 
revealed that these factors strongly char-
acterize the management of Swiss HEIs 
(Table 3). HEI leaders strongly agree that 
their organizations focus on the goal of 
acquiring research funding (M = 5.0) and 
a good public reputation (M = 4.9). They 
perceive increased competition with other 
HEIs, particularly in terms of third-party 
funding (M = 4.6), good students and staff 
(M = 4.6), and a good public reputation 
(M = 4.1). In their daily work, HEI leaders 

Table 1: Sample description of surveyed leaders in Swiss HEIs (n = 196)

Gender Age Working years at rectorate HEI type

Female 28 % 38–44 years 6 % 1993–2000 5 % UAS 66.3 %

Male 71.5 % 45–50 years 20 % 2001–2005 9 % CE 17.3 %

Non-binary 0.5 % 51–54 years 20 % 2006–2010 26 % RU 16.3 %

55–60 years 32 % 2011–2015 36 %

61–65 years 22 % 2016–2017 25 %

Note: UAS = Universities of applied sciences (n = 130); CE = Colleges of education (n = 34); RU = Research universities (n = 32).
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monitor the practices and activities of oth-
er HEIs, especially those belonging to the 
same HEI type (M = 4.8).

These potential factors were included 
as predictors of our dependent variable, the 
“perceived changes in HEI communication” 

index (alpha = .79; see Section 4.3). Our data 
set contains few missing values. Therefore, 
we used listwise deletion (complete- case 
analysis), as recommended in the literature 
(Urban & Mayerl, 2018).

Table 2: Perceived changes in HEI communication departments over the past five to ten years

Dimension Item N M SD Agreement in % 

Intensification The department has received more personnel  
and financial resources

194 4.2 1.4 49

Intensification The department produces more output 195 4.0 1.3 38

Diversification The department uses more communication channels 195 5.1 1.0 81

Diversification The number of target groups important to the HEI has 
increased

193 4.1 1.4 44

Professionalization More employees of the department have had  
vocational training in the field of communication

190 4.1 1.3 38

Professionalization The department has an increasing influence on how 
HEI members communicate publicly

193 3.7 1.3 26

Increasing strategic alignment The department is increasingly guided by communica-
tion strategies and plans

194 4.2 1.3 42

Increasing strategic alignment The department has more influence on strategic 
decisions of the HEI

194 2.7 1.4 8

Notes: Department is used here as a designation for the central communication office. Agreement in percent = share of respondents indi-
cating strong agreement with the respective statement (answering 5 or 6 on a seven-point scale from 0 = “not at all” to 6 = “very much”). 
Reading example: 194 HEI leaders answered the question about whether it was true that the central communication department of their 
organization has received more personnel and financial resources over the past five to ten years. This resulted in an arithmetic mean value 
of 4.2, with a standard deviation of 1.4. Almost half of the respondents (49 %) observed a strong or very strong change in this respect 
(indicating 5 or 6 on a scale from 0 to 6).

Table 3: Descriptive data for the independent variables

Factor Item N M SD Agreement in % 

Goals of HEI Acquisition of research funds 194 5.0 1.1 72

Recruitment of more students 194 4.0 1.7 46

Good image and public reputation 195 4.9 1.0 74

Knowledge transfer and social impact 194 4.8 1.2 70

Good performance in rankings 193 2.2 1.7 11

Competition among HEIs Increased competition with other HEIs 192 4.1 1.5 46

For public funds 193 3.9 1.7 48

For third party funds 192 4.6 1.5 66

For good students and staff 195 4.6 1.4 61

For a good image and public reputation 191 4.1 1.5 47

Observation of other HEIs Other Swiss HEIs of the same type 196 4.8 0.9 66

All HEIs in Switzerland 196 3.6 1.2 24

HEIs in other countries 196 3.1 1.5 20

Notes: Agreement in percent = share of respondents indicating strong agreement with the respective statement (answering 5 or 6 on a 
seven-point scale from 0  = “not at all” to 6 = “very much”). Reading example: 196 HEI leaders answered the question about the extent to 
which they observe other Swiss HEIs of the same type. This resulted in an arithmetic mean value of 4.8, with a standard deviation of 0.9. 
Two-thirds of the respondents (66 %) indicated a pronounced observation (answering with 5 or 6 on a scale from 0 to 6).
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Table 4 depicts the results of the regres-
sion analysis. The model is significant 
(F = 6.257, p = .001, adjusted R2 = 0.28), 
and a considerable 28 percent of the total 
variance in the “perceived changes in HEI 
communication” is explained by the inde-
pendent variables; this corresponds to a 
strong effect (f 2 = .366) (Cohen, 1992).5

The most influential item is the goal of 
pursuing a good image and public reputa-
tion as an HEI (β = .232, p = .002), which sig-
nificantly explains the variance in changes 
in HEI communication. Moreover, the per-
ceived competition for a good image and 
public reputation (β = .173, p = .035) as well 
as the perceived overall increase in com-
petition among HEIs (β = .156, p = .053) 
are also important predictors. Finally, 
the observation of all HEIs in Switzerland 
(β = .155, p = .044) is a substantial predictor.

5 We also tested HEI size (number of stu-
dents) and HEI research strength (share of 
third-party funding) as predictors in our re-
gression analysis. Neither variable explained 
any additional variance, and thus they were 
both left out.

6 Discussion and conclusion

Our study contributes to the growing body 
of research on HEI communication, fo-
cusing on its changes in recent years in 
particular. Scholars have recognized the 
increasing importance of HEI communi-
cation as well as the fact that it is changing 
considerably and in different dimensions. 
However, existing studies mostly provide 
snapshots of the status quo of HEI com-
munication or focus on specific facets 
of change. While existing results suggest 
some differences regarding trends in HEI 
communication among the various types 
of HEIs – with RU leading the way when it 
comes to intensification and profession-
alization (e. g., Bühler et al., 2007; Rowe & 
Brass, 2011) – systematic analyses of these 
differences are lacking. 

This is the first standardized study ex-
amining perceived changes in HEI com-
munication and identifying factors that 
influence these changes across different 
types of HEIs. By surveying members of 
HEI leadership, it also enriches the scarce 
research on HEI communication from this 

Table 4: Factors that contribute to perceived changes in HEI communication 

Variables b SE β Significance

Constant .794 .448 .078

Goals of HEI

Acquisition of research funds .022 .056 .030 .688

Recruitment of more students –.003 .034 –.006 .933

Good image and public reputation .196 .061 .232 .002

Knowledge transfer and social impact .099 .051 .141 .055

Good performance in rankings .005 .034 .010 .883

Competition among HEIs

Increased competition with other HEIs .088 .045 .156 .053

For public funds –.038 .043 –.077 .383

For third party funds .034 .052 .058 .514

For good students and staff .015 .049 .024 .759

For a good image and public reputation .100 .047 .173 .035

Observation of other HEIs

Other Swiss HEIs of the same type .045 .072 .049 .531

All HEIs in Switzerland .109 .054 .155 .044

HEIs in other countries .064 .040 .112 .117

Notes: Multiple linear regression analysis was used to determine the predictive variables for the “perceived changes in HEI communica-
tion” index (see Section 4.3). Missing values were handled through listwise deletion (n = 181 HEI leaders). b = unstandardized regression 
coefficient; SE = standard error; β = standardized regression coefficient.
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perspective (Engwall, 2008; Marcinkowski 
et al., 2013). 

Results show that HEI communication 
in Switzerland – as assessed by organiza-
tional leaders – has diversified and inten-
sified considerably. Swiss communication 
departments are using more communi-
cation channels, addressing more target 
groups, receiving more personnel and 
financial resources, and producing more 
output, similar to developments observed 
in Germany and the Nordic countries 
(e. g., Bühler et al., 2007; Engwall, 2008; 
Marcinkowski et al., 2013; Schwetje et al., 
2017). This may point to an overarching 
trend in Northern and Western European 
countries. Leaders also perceive that HEI 
communication has professionalized in 
recent years, with communicators being 
better trained and having more influence 
within their organizations. Finally, leaders 
recognize increasing strategic alignment 
in HEI communication, with departments 
becoming more oriented toward commu-
nication strategies and plans. However, 
this does not necessarily translate into a 
greater influence on the strategic deci-
sions of HEIs, as this perceived change is 
least pronounced, mirroring similar find-
ings from Germany (Kohring et al., 2013). 

As the data used for this study come 
from a larger research project that also 
surveyed HEI communicators working 
in central communication departments 
about their perceptions of change in HEI 
communication, we compared the data to 
identify potential biases in perceptions. 
Results of this additional analysis indi-
cate that HEI leaders and communicators 
identify similar trends (Table 8 in the sup-
plementary material). However, HEI lead-
ers more strongly emphasize that commu-
nication departments have received more 
resources (leaders: M = 4.2 vs. communi-
cators: M = 3.5). In contrast, communica-
tion practitioners agree more that their 
department has increased its influence 
on the strategic decisions of their organi-
zation (communicators: M = 3.5 vs. lead-
ers: M = 2.7), increased its output (com-
municators: M = 4.7 vs. leaders: M = 4.0), 
and diversified its communication chan-
nels (communicators: M = 5.6 vs. leaders: 

M = 5.1). The other four items regarding 
perceived changes reveal only slight differ-
ences between the two groups of respon-
dents. Taken together, the differences in 
their assessments are minor and mainly 
revolve around the relation between re-
sources and performance. We therefore 
conclude that our study on HEI leaders’ 
perceptions is a valid approach to shed 
light on changes in HEI communication. 

Overall, the identified trends in HEI 
communication seem to be far-reaching 
in the Swiss HEI landscape. The few pri-
or studies suggested that RU are pioneers 
of these changes (Anderegg & Kunz, 2003; 
Bühler et al., 2007). Our study shows that 
during the past decade all four trends have 
been observed across all types of HEIs in 
Switzerland. However, while HEIs of all 
types perceive similar trends of intensi-
fication, diversification, professionaliza-
tion, and increasing strategic alignment 
of communication, there are still consid-
erable differences between their current 
communication resources, structures, 
practices, and responses. Compared to 
UAS and particularly to CE, RU typical-
ly employ more communication profes-
sionals, produce a larger output of news 
and media releases, and attract more 
media coverage (Fürst, Vogler, Schäfer, & 
Sörensen, 2021; see the notes in Table 8 in 
the supplementary material).

Neo-institutional theory and the lit-
erature on NPM reforms in the HEI sector 
helped to inform this study. The descriptive 
data show that the three derived factors – 
the goals of HEIs, competition with other 
HEIs, and observation of other HEIs – play 
an important role in the management of 
many Swiss HEIs. The results of the mul-
tiple linear regression analysis reveal that 
each of these factors, most importantly the 
goal of pursuing a good public reputation, 
contributes significantly to explaining 
the variance in perceived changes in HEI 
communication. This suggests that coer-
cive, normative, and mimetic pressures 
influence how Swiss HEIs communicate 
and contribute to homogenization pro-
cesses of the structures and practices of 
communication departments across HEIs. 
The sector-wide monitoring of other HEIs, 
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which was another strong predictor, might 
explain why changes in HEI communica-
tion occur across all HEI types.

As with any study, ours has limitations. 
First, the small number of responses from 
HEI leaders of RU and CE limits the signif-
icance of the results regarding differences 
between HEI types. In Switzerland, this 
problem can hardly be avoided, as a large 
proportion of HEI leaders work in UAS. 
Studies in countries with a larger or equal-
ly diverse HEI landscape, such as Germa-
ny, Poland, and Austria (Lepori, 2022), 
might provide a broader picture in this re-
spect. Second, we analyzed changes in HEI 
communication by asking organizational 
leaders about the changes. However, while 
HEI leaders are in a privileged position to 
assess such changes, their responses still 
mirror their perceptions. Third, we mea-
sured the four dimensions of perceived 
changes with only two items each. More 
comprehensive measures (e. g., of profes-
sionalization or strategic alignment) could 
be used in future studies.

Future research should also test and 
extend our findings through longitudinal 
analyses of the output of HEI communica-
tion or of organizational charts and inter-
nal documents over time. It is important 
to look more closely at the mechanisms 
that stimulate change and growing iso-
morphism among HEIs, such as the role 
of competition and mutual observation 
among HEIs. Semi-structured interviews 
with both HEI leaders and communica-
tors coupled with organizational data and 
document analysis could provide a better 
understanding of the major forces driving 
changes in HEI communication. It would 
also be valuable to repeat standardized 
surveys of both HEI leaders and commu-
nication practitioners (e. g., Marcinkowski 
et al., 2013) regularly and compare their 
perceptions over time.

In addition, research is needed to 
shed light on the pursuit of a positive pub-
lic reputation and professional reputation 
management and their effects on HEI 
communication – specifically on stronger 
alignment between or imitation of other 
HEIs’ communication. For example, con-
tent analyses could be used to examine the 

extent to which HEIs’ self-representations 
are becoming more similar over time, 
which HEIs have been the pioneers, and 
which are following suit.

Our study also has practical impli-
cations. For HEI communication depart-
ments, the small increase in strategic 
influence – compared to the other dimen-
sions – points to a need for HEI communi-
cators to better position or explain to orga-
nizational leadership how they contribute 
to achieving overall HEI goals. This could 
help central communication departments 
gain more strategic influence on organiza-
tional decisions in the future, which is typ-
ically associated with more resources and 
a better institutional standing. Profession-
al associations, such as Swissuniversities 
and EUPRIO,6 can play an important role 
in promoting the professionalization of 
the field, for example, by developing best 
practices. From the perspective of HEI 
leaders, the findings highlight how import-
ant reputation building has become across 
the Swiss HEI landscape. Accordingly, the 
need for public communication and the 
importance of central communication de-
partments have increased. Moreover, the 
strong mutual monitoring of Swiss HEIs 
suggests that future trends in HEI com-
munication will gain further momentum, 
which in turn calls for more scholarly at-
tention to this emerging field of research.
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Abstract
Higher education institutions (HEIs) create a range of media products. Among them are college media pro-
duced by students. Even though this heterogeneous media form exists throughout Germany and is there-
fore part of HEIs’ public visibility, it remains unnoticed in the field of higher education communication. This 
study aims to examine the specific type of college television (CTV) in terms of organizational and editorial 
structures and altered workflows due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The study combines a two-wave online 
survey among all operating German CTV stations in 2017 and 2021 with a qualitative social media analysis of 
twelve stations. In 2017, intra-curricular CTV operations rated a higher satisfaction level than extra-curricular 
cases, whereby the explicit support and cooperation with the HEI scores better. The data shows that CTV 
operations with an intra-curricular linkage to the respective HEI enjoyed a more stable continuity than ex-
tra-curricular operations, some of which were forced to cease production over the course of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The pandemic has limited the CTV operations’ workflows in terms of access to equipment and 
social exchange but has also stimulated a shift in topic selection and distribution strategy.

Keywords
college media, college television, practical media training, online survey, social media analysis, COVID-19

1 Introduction

Due to its low-threshold access, college 
media enable students of all levels to gain 
practical experience in their respective 
higher education institutions (HEI). “Any-
one associated with professional media 
knows that many people in these fields 
got their first experience and often, career 
orientation, through participation in their 
college radio station, television operation, 
[or] newspaper” (Adamo & DiBiase, 2017a, 
p. 3). As a practical training ground for me-
dia production, college media initiatives 
combine educational, social, and strategic 
value for HEIs. Since practical media train-
ing applies the methods of project-based 
learning (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss, 
2015), it offers a scope of experience that 
HEIs can only provide to a limited extent. 
This is especially true of research univer-
sities with a high proportion of theory- 
based learning modules and academic 
staff offering fewer practical skills than the 
universities of applied sciences. In terms 

of employability, college media con tribute 
to a profession-specific profile of HEIs 
and thus may become a decisive factor for 
some students in selecting their location 
of study (Kern, 2020).

Along the lines of the international 
re search area of college media, the term 
re fers to student-performed media pro-
ductions at all types of HEIs (Adamo & 
DiBiase, 2017b). Student involvement is 
the crucial criterion for the selection of 
examined activities in this paper. This ap-
plies whether or not teaching staff guide 
the production. All three college media 
formats (print, radio, television) harness 
online-based distribution and extend their 
media outreach to social media channels, 
which should therefore be considered 
in any examination. College media pro-
duction can be independent of academic 
programs (extra-curricular), in which case 
students run the operation entirely. Alter-
natively, college media can be integrated 
in to a media-related curriculum or into 
in ter disciplinary key competencies (intra- 
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curricular). Following this definition, col-
lege media are part of the communication 
of HEIs (see, e. g., Fähnrich, Metag, Post, & 
Schäfer, 2019). Even though college media 
exist throughout Germany and are, there-
fore, part of the HEIs’ public visibility, the 
media form has been largely underex plo-
red in the field of higher education com-
munication. 

This article analyzes the specific col-
lege media form of college television 
(here after abbreviated as CTV) in its cur-
rent state. The term “television” is not tied 
to the condition of operating based on a 
broadcast license but rather refers to pe-
riodically published audiovisual content. 
Previous research on the subject is scarce 
and outdated. The case presentation in 
Brofazy (2001) sets German CTV in the 
realm of practical media training in high-
er education. The lack of publications (see 
Section 2) underlines the demand for an 
overarching, systematic study of the Ger-
man CTV landscape. The study presented 
here consists of three research steps. In 
2017, all active CTV operations were sur-
veyed regarding organizational and edito-
rial characteristics. The part of the online 
survey that focuses on editorial structures 
was repeated in 2021 in order to gain a 
better understanding of the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the 
sur vey data was supplemented by a social 
media analysis in 2021.

After a brief discussion of the state of 
re search, the study’s research questions 
and multi-step research design are pre-
sented. The following section combines 
findings on the organizational and edito-
rial structure as well as CTV’s response to 
the pandemic. Implications drawn from 
the study and its limitations close the ar-
ticle. The paper provides suggestions with 
respect to a steady and sustainable CTV 
landscape in Germany. By examining col-
lege television as an example of college 
media, the study attempts to place this 
media form on the research agenda of HEI 
communication.

2 State of research

While college media in the US (Wotanis & 
Richardson, 2015) and some Eu ropean 
countries, e. g., Spain (Marta-Lazo & Gon-
zales-Aldea, 2018), are recognized as a 
relevant field of research, in Germany, 
college media have not received adequate 
attention among the academic communi-
ty. After a few studies on college radio in 
the 1990s and early 2000s (Fischer, 1996; 
Felling, 2002), sporadic publications on 
college television emerged (Brofazy, 2001; 
Voigt & Steinmetz, 2016). The contribu-
tions of Brofazy (2001) presented national 
and international showcases rather than a 
systematic examination of organizational 
structures and workflows of college me-
dia. As a precursor to a community-fo-
cused confe rence, the publication of Voigt 
and Stein metz (2016) pointed the finger at 
the respective legal foundations and dis-
tribution strategies of CTV stations and 
made a plea for stronger, platform-based 
col la boration. The latest research findings 
on the content quality and social media 
strategy of German CTV were provided in 
two unpublished master’s theses (Altmey-
er, 2011; Hasenheit, 2012). Altmeyer (2011) 
combined a content analysis of seven sta-
tions with a survey of fifteen stations. The 
study analyzed differences between sta-
tions that were integrated into a curricu-
lum and those that were not, concluding 
that curriculum-based CTV demonstrated 
higher content diversity and greater team 
continuity. This initial finding of signif-
icant differences in the CTV landscape 
calls for a further examination based on a 
larger station sample presented in this pa-
per. Hasenheit (2012) conducted a survey 
and revealed that CTVs’ Facebook perfor-
mance was a key factor for recipient orien-
tation and viral brand building. Due to the 
growing reach of platforms such as Twitter 
within the academic community (Scheu & 
Schedifka, 2018) and Instagram among 
young online users (Beisch & Koch, 2021), 
these findings require an updated exam-
ination. The lack of published research 
calls for a fundamental and systematic 
stu dy of the contemporary state of Ger-
man CTV.
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As an integral part of HEIs’ visibility, 
CTV can be classified as organizational 
com munication (Theis-Berglmair, 2013). 
How ever, there is little knowledge about 
what topics are communicated to which 
tar get groups and whether that only in-
cludes HEI members or also local / region-
al audiences. CTV, as media operations 
in the center of HEIs, may cover a broad 
area of topics, such as scientific topics 
and reports on research projects next to 
teaching issues and organizational mat-
ters, as is also typical for the representa-
tion of HEIs in news media (Fürst, Vogler, 
Schäfer, & Sörensen, 2021). Depending on 
CTVs content approach, science commu-
nication, according to the broad defini-
tion of Schäfer, Kristiansen, and Bonfad-
elli (2015), may be seen as a component 
of their production. This study assessed 
the relevance of integrating CTV into the 
complex research field, which had not pre-
viously been considered (e. g., Bonfadelli 
et al., 2017).

HEI communication research shows 
that communication departments in HEIs 
have increasingly established their online 
presence (Peruta & Shields, 2015; Metag & 
Schäfer, 2019). Regarding their overlapping 
target groups and the persistent and more 
experienced personnel, the media content 
of HEI communication departments has 
become a potential competitor for college 
television outlets. A small number of stud-
ies briefly discussed the link between CTV 
and HEI’s communication departments. 
Escher (2001) described audiovisual me-
dia as a connecting element between HEI 
communications departments and college 
television, suggesting a collaboration be-
tween the two. A decade later, Rauterberg 
(2012) focused on audiovisual productions 
and pointed out the similarities between 
channels that are associated with the HEI 
management level and the ones that are 
stu dent-run. Metag and Schäfer (2017) 
found that about five percent of Facebook 
posts from German-language HEIs consis-
ted of video content. However, the increas-
ing multimedia content on social media 
channels could intensify content similar-
ities between HEI communication depart-
ments and college media. This poses the 

questions of how CTV differentiates itself 
from the coexisting media productions of 
HEI communication departments, to what 
extent they cooperate and if CTV produc-
tions are inclined to stress topics in favor 
of the HEI’s representation purposes.

The aim of the multi-step research 
pre sented in this paper is to elaborate on 
the educational and social value of CTV 
wit hin German HEIs and to determine its 
role within higher education communica-
tion. Furthermore, the paper provides in-
sights into editorial changes due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, the fol-
lowing three research questions direct the 
study:

 1) What organizational structures can be 
identified in German CTV?

 2) In which editorial conditions do Ger-
man CTVs operate?

 3) How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect 
the editorial structure of German CTV?

3 Research design

To answer these questions, two waves 
of online surveys were conducted in the 
summer of 2017 and spring of 2021 after 
the COVID-19 pandemic breakout. The 
stan dardized questionnaires were per-
formed using the web feature SoSci Sur-
vey. The initial online survey aimed at a 
comprehensive examination of the status 
quo of German CTV. Combining the three 
sections – organizational, editorial struc-
ture, and sociodemographics – the ques-
tionnaire consisted of 56 variables. The 
organizational structure included va  ria-
bles regarding CTV’s location, HEI lin kage, 
team structure, and learning approach. 
The questions on CTV’s editorial structure 
covered workflows, content design, release 
frequency and distribution stra tegy, equip-
ment, as well as further finan cial resourc-
es. In the third section, the participants’ 
age, HEI member status, and CTV working 
level was surveyed. Evaluation and satis-
faction items at the end of the survey were 
constructed as four-point Likert scales 
(without a “don’t know” response option) 
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in favor of the data significance as recom-
mended in Porst (2014). 

Over the course of five years (2012–
2017), a comprehensive list of German 
CTV projects was systematically generat-
ed and regularly updated. In the summer 
of 2017, at a total of 399 higher education 
institutions (Glässner, 2017), 64 active 
CTV projects were identified. The num-
ber of active CTV cases is in constant flux 
and therefore corresponds with the re-
spective time of the online surveys. The 
first survey was conducted from June 2 to 
July 7, 2017. The first reminder was sent 
one week after the initial invitation, and 
a second re minder one week before the 
survey period’s end. The evaluation of the 
data collection determined four invalid 
cases. One case turned out to be entirely 
irrelevant for analysis since the partici-
pant claimed no student involvement. In 
the other three incidents, two members 
of the same CTV initiative participated in 
the survey. Since each CTV project counts 
as one case, multiple data sets per case 
would have distorted the results. Conse-
quently, one set of data had to be removed 
in those incidents. The researcher chose to 
discard each less extensive data set with a 
lower relative-speed index, which detects 
a noticeable deviation compared to the 
average response duration. After thorough 
data cleansing, 35 CTV operations par-
ticipated in the first online survey, which 
equated to a response rate of 55 percent. 
Reasons for non-participation may have 
been that several members of one op-
eration noticed the e-mail but relied on 
someone else to take care of the task. In 
this context, regularly changing responsi-
bility holders could have played a role as 
well. Furthermore, it is possible that the 
operation’s activities were either paused at 
the time of the survey or that the request 
simply got lost in the day-to-day produc-
tion routine. The average questionnaire 
com pletion time was 15 minutes and thus 
co rresponded to the mentioned duration 
in the questionnaire’s introduction. All re-
spondents completed the survey. 

Because the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic fundamentally altered everyday 
life at HEIs, the second survey wave served 

as an update of the German CTV commu-
nity. In order to identify potential changes 
in production routines over the course of 
the pandemic, ten variables were revisited 
in the second wave, mainly consisting of 
the editorial structure section. In addition, 
items on changing conditions during the 
pandemic were inserted regarding limited 
facility access and content implications. 
The condensed second wave question-
naire (10 variables) occupied an average of 
two and a half minutes. It was conducted 
between May 6 to May 13, 2021. This rel-
atively short period was due to the brevity 
of the questionnaire. The total number of 
German HEIs increased to 423 in 2021 (De-
statis, 2021). However, the identified active 
CTV operations that received the survey 
invitation decreased from 64 in 2017 to 44 
in 2021. Three of the twenty participants 
did not complete the survey. Two of those 
participants showed a very short partici-
pation time and were, therefore, excluded. 
The second wave delivered a response rate 
of 39 percent. The lower response rate was 
certainly a result of the shorter survey pe-
riod. Since the quick survey in 2021 ran for 
one week, only one e-mail two days before 
the end of the survey period reminded the 
target group of their participation. The 
results do not claim to be representative. 
Regardless, the data helped to reveal un-
steady operating situations caused by the 
pandemic. The data analysis of both waves 
was performed using SPSS. 

Since the relevant target population – 
college television initiatives in Ger many – 
is rather small, a complete count of the 
population was achievable. Re search ing 
special populations usually leads to the 
challenge of dealing with small case num-
bers. Nevertheless, in media research, 
studies about special targeted populations 
exist (e. g., Kristiansen, Schäfer, & Lorencez, 
2016). To underpin the data strength of 
low case numbers, Wagner (2009) recom-
mended combining quantitative and qual-
itative multiple-step research. Accor ding-
ly, the research was expanded to include a 
qualitative social media analysis in order 
to answer the third research question. Ba-
sed on the updated list of operating CTVs, 
the structured sample of the social media 
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analysis focused on one exemplary case 
for each federal state that hosts CTV (ex-
cluding Bremen, Hamburg, Lower Sax-
ony, Saxony-Anhalt, and Saarland). Since 
Baden-Württemberg has the highest con-
centration of stations, two cases, one at a 
research university and one at a university 
of applied sciences, were selected for the 
social media analysis. Maintaining both an 
Instagram account and a YouTube channel 
was another decisive criterion. Twelve se-
lected CTV cases were examined with re-
spect to their YouTube channel uploads 
before the pandemic in 2017 and since the 
pandemic in 2020 as well as in 2021, ob-
serving output discontinuities (see Table 
3 in the supplementary material). Special 
attention was paid to the Instagram posts 
addressing the COVID-19 pandemic in 
three semester terms. An exemplary set 
of two to three pandemic-related posts 
was selected from each of the twelve ac-
counts, depending on the post volume in 
the summer term of 2020 (15), winter term 
of 2020/21 (10), and summer term of 2021 
(5) (see Table 4 in the supplementary ma-
terial). Those thirty topic-relevant posts 
were screenshotted and subsequently and 
inductively coded using MAXQDA in or-
der to gain insight into the choice of top-
ics and information on their production 
workflows during the pandemic. The visu-
al feature Code Relation Browser provided 
information on the topics addressed over 
the course of the pandemic (see Figure 2 
in the supplementary material). Moreover, 
prior knowledge attained through years 
of involvement with the college television 
community enabled the author to reflect 
on the impact of the pandemic on social 
components, such as in-person team ef-
fort, interactions, and gatherings.

4 Results

Despite the fact that all CTV conditions are 
intertwined, the presented results are di-
vided into three areas in compliance with 
the research questions. First, emphasis is 
placed on the organizational structure, 
shedding light on the occurrence of CTV 
in Germany and the institutional environ-

ment. The second section characterizes 
the editorial structure of the surveyed CTV 
initiatives. Lastly, the results of the influ-
ence of the pandemic are outlined. Col-
lege media can be classified into intra- and 
extra- curricular structures. Therefore, the 
results highlight the differences that exist 
between the two CTV groups.

4.1 Occurrence and organizational 
structure of German CTV

The online survey detected a nationwide 
CTV occurrence. Thirteen federal states 
we re represented in the survey (see Ta-
ble 6 in the supplementary material).  
Ba den- Württemberg, North Rhine-West-
phalia and Bavaria led in the number of 
CTV operations. They were also the federal 
states with the highest density of higher 
education institutions. The regional dif-
ferences in the mere appearance of Ger-
man CTV operations are also related to 
the media industry’s overall infrastructure. 
On the one hand, some federal states’ me-
dia regulations produce more favorable 
conditions for practical media training in 
higher education. On the other hand, the 
federal states Bavaria, Baden-Württem-
berg, North-Rhine Westphalia, and Berlin 
are the nation’s major media hubs, which 
is positively reflected in the training envi-
ronment of their CTVs. Baden-Württem-
berg and North Rhine-Westphalia have re-
gional networks in common. HD campus 
and NRWision promote CTV activities in 
each federal state, which may have had an 
effect on the number of CTV initiatives.

Three federal states were missing in 
the 2017 data (Berlin, Hamburg, Bremen). 
One of the many participants who listed 
their operation simply as CampusTV may 
have been affiliated with the University of 
Bremen since it was a running CTV at the 
time. TestbildTV’s (Hamburg University) 
activities had been phased out at the time 
of the survey. The student magazine XEN.
ON°, which aired regularly on the Berlin 
open channel Alex until 2018, was a media 
training ground for students from Berlin 
and Brandenburg. Since the media board 
Berlin-Brandenburg (mabb) was responsi-
ble for the program and involved the par-
ticipation of several HEIs, it could not be 

http://XEN.ON
http://XEN.ON
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included. This project was transformed in 
the summer of 2020 into a partnership be-
tween mabb and FU Berlin and has since 
been operating under the name uni.corn.

Most CTVs were established at re-
search and technical universities (21), fol-
lowed by universities of applied sciences 
(14). This proportion was apparent in both 
survey waves. Given that there are more 
universities of applied sciences than re-
search universities in Germany, the high 
number of research university-based CTVs 
is remarkable. One could argue that the 
conditions at universities of applied sci-
ences are more favorable for practical me-
dia training within classes (Nowak, 2019), 
which eliminates the need for CTV opera-
tions. The results indicate that students at 
research universities also long for practical 
training, which participation in CTV may 
provide.

The majority of operations were in-
tegrated into HEI curricula. Both survey 
waves identified intra-curricular struc-
tures in over half of the participating CTVs 
(71 % in 2017 and 60 % in 2021). Two pri-
mary forms of curricular linkage emerged: 
media-specific and field-unspecific imple-
mentation. Media-related program imple-
mentation, which occurred more often at 
universities of applied sciences, took the 
form of a course or an internship. A rare 
number of field-unspecific intra-curricu-
lar cases were integrated into key qualifi-
cation programs such as career-oriented 
competencies. These overall competen-
cies were usually part of undergraduate 
programs at universities. In the open text 
response, few respondents described 
mixed forms of curricular linkage and pre-
determined temporal commitments (e. g., 
seven hours of TV production per week). 
Given the curricular linkage on the one 
hand and a constant turnover of staff on 
the other, the dominant forms of learning 
in CTV were learning by doing and peer 
learning, in which experienced students 
supported new team members (see Ta-
ble 1). Learning through instruction and 
based on practice theory occurred almost 
exclusively in intra-curricular initiatives, 
which in rare cases was even performed by 
employed editorial managers.

The results show that CTV operations with 
an intra-curricular linkage to the respec-
tive HEI demonstrated a more stable con-
tinuity, even if the productions took place 
during class hours and with long breaks 
between terms. The majority of CTV ini-
tiatives used the HEI infrastructure. When 
asked about internal cooperation, one-
third declared a collaboration with super-
ordinate media centers in 2017. Another 
third had ties to the student body, resulting 
in financial support. In contrast to these 
technical and administrative connections, 
there were six CTV initiatives maintaining 
field-specific internal cooperation. While 
most had links to communication and me-
dia studies, there was also one cooperation 
with the Department of Computer Science 
as well as the France Centre at the Faculty 
of Philology. Additionally, one special case 
cooperated with the eLearning team of the 
university, which might have entailed the 
production of educational content. Only 
seven CTV cases expressed no in-house 
cooperation. In 2021, at least seven out of 
twelve intra-curricular CTV cases had a re-
liable contact person at the HEI. This was 
not the case for each of the five extra-cur-
ricular respondents. Consequently, the 
institutional linkage is a decisive trait of 
German CTV, which should be considered 
in further studies.

4.2 Editorial structure of German CTV
Intra-curricular cases pursued a more ver-
satile distribution strategy, operating on 
three to four channels, while extra-curricu-

Table 1: Learning approach in German CTV 
2017 (n = 35)

Intra-curricular cases 
(n = 25)

Extra-curricular cases 
(n = 10)

Frequency Percent  
of cases

Frequency Percent  
of cases

Learning by 
doing

19 54 9 26

Peer learning 16 46 9 26

Reflection 15 42 3 9

Instruction 18 51 1 3

Theory-based 
learning

7 20 0 0
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lar cases focused on one to three channels. 
According to the first survey wave, stream-
ing services, such as YouTube and Vimeo, 
led the list of distribution channels (83 %). 
Facebook was the second most important 
distribution platform for German CTV in 
2017 (80 %). The importance of social me-
dia activities was reflected in that 60 per-
cent of the cases had a social media editing 
position. Furthermore, 54 percent of CTV 
participants provided content on their 
website. One initiative maintained its own 
mobile app. Seventeen percent distributed 
their content on digital screen systems in-
side the HEI buildings. Sixty-three percent 
of the 2017 survey participants declared 
that they broadcasted their content on a 
local or regional television program, eight 
of which were licensed-based and distri-
buted digitally via cable (DVB-C) and / or 
antenna (DVB-T). Due to their established 
brands, local and regional TV stations 
were able to increase the reach of niche 
programs, such as CTV. Conversely, local 
and regional stations also benefited from 
CTV content, which contributed to the di-
versity of the programs without inflicting 
additional costs. German CTV seems to be 
aware of this distribution potential. How-
ever, only 34 percent reported media part-
nerships with private local and regional TV 
stations. One example among others men-
tioned in the 2017 survey, was the region-
al station Rhein- Neckar Fernsehen. The 
six participating CTVs located in North 
Rhine-Westphalia distributed their con-
tent on the regional channel NRWision. At 
the time of the 2017 survey, the channel 
HD Campus was a state-wide distributor 
for CTVs located in Baden-Württemberg. 
An equal number of respondents reported 
broadcasting on Offene Kanäle (commu-
nity channels). Correspondingly, next to 
the respective HEI’s student community 
(91 %), the content was targeted toward the 
local / regional community (51 %). Here, all 
extra-curricular respondents claimed stu-
dents as their target group. Only three of 
them claimed to target local / regional au-
diences.

This coincided with the chosen topics 
stated in the 2017 survey. The top three 
topics in German CTV were arts and cul-

ture (85 %), student life (79 %), and higher 
education politics (73 %). Clearly, certain 
topics overlapped. Cultural topics, in par-
ticular, were linked to everyday student 
life, for example, in festival reports or sto-
ries about young musicians. With further 
topics such as public affairs (68 %), college 
sports (62 %), science and research (56 %), 
and administrative affairs (44 %) to a lesser 
extent.

Several differences between the cur-
ricular groups could be observed in these 
categories. Public affairs were the second 
most frequent topic among the intra-cur-
ricular cases (79 %). One respondent high-
lighted the specific field of Oecotropholo-
gy, which sets the focus on research topics. 
This emphasis on intra-curricular cases 
was underpinned once again by the learn-
ing objectives’ category of science jour-
nalism, which 23 percent of participants 
confirmed in 2017. College life (100 %) and 
college sports (90 %) were more strong-
ly addressed by extra-curricular cases, 
a result of students being their main tar-
get group. The number of chosen topics 
varied from one to eleven. On average, 
German CTV covered five to six different 
topics (M = 5.7, SD = 2.52), with intra-curri-
cular operations tending toward a more 
com plex topic variety, confirming Altmey-
er’s (2011) findings. 

Sixty percent of participants claimed 
that the CTV productions contributed to 
the HEI’s political debates. In the 2017 sur-
vey, 17 specific examples were described. 
Among other instances, pressure on the 
rectorate within a CTV report prevent-
ed a media studies program from being 
abolished. One case took a political stand 
when right-wing parties appeared at the 
university. Other topics repeatedly men-
tioned were student body elections and 
the higher education tuition debate at the 
respective HEI in the early 2000s. A few 
open text responses could be construed 
as strategic communication measures, in 
particular, the design of a new HEI logo, 
the 150th anniversary of the university, 
and the HEI presidential election. Eight 
respondents declared CTV collaboration 
with HEI communication departments, 
two of whom reported the above-mentio-
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ned topics. However, these small case 
numbers do not provide a sufficient basis 
for further interpretation. 

Unsurprisingly, the CTV content in 
2017 was produced in a variety of jour-
nalistic formats, such as short reports 
(87 %), magazine shows (79 %), vox pops 
(58 %), news packages (54 %), and news 
shows (46 %). However, non-journalistic 
formats such as event streaming, pro-
motional films, and educational content 
from the HEI were common as well, espe-
cially in extra-curricular initiatives. Short 
documen taries accounted for 42 percent 
of formats among all respondents. Fiction-
al content was quite exceptional. In 2017, 
nearly all respondents stated that the team 
created unique periodically recurring for-
mats / programs, such as “Fehlpass” (a 
sports talk show), “Band-Check” (an intro-
ductory music show), or “Spotlight” (a talk 
show with HEI personalities).

According to the first survey wave, the 
bud get of German CTVs differed greatly 
bet ween 0 to 50 000 euros per semester. 
That said, the majority of cases with a larg-
er share of extra-curricular initiatives cited 
bud gets of between zero to several hundred 
euros. The revenue was mainly genera ted 
by the HEIs themselves, through support 
from academic departments or regional 
media boards. Budgets sourced through 
student councils, donations, or associated 
member fees were mentioned rarely. One 
problem was the missing institutional in-
frastructure. Due to loose organizational 
structures, the opening and management 
of bank accounts, for example, was nearly 
impossible, depending ultimately on the 
level of individual commitment. Half of 
the cases stated that they used TV studios 
for production. The default equipment, 
how ever, was low-budget digital devices 
for mobile use.

4.3 Pandemic impact on German CTV
In 2017, most respondents claimed that 
the team worked well and consistently. 
This high level of satisfaction changed 
drastically due to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Seven cases had to cease their opera-
tions entirely. In 2021, the survey respon-
dents stated a series of challenges. The 

shutdown of in-person classes resulted 
in limited access to equipment and facil-
ities on campus, either because entering 
buildings was denied by the rectorate or 
because the students were simply not on 
site. Consequently, the pandemic-related 
restrictions caused a decline in team size. 
Usually, the teams recruited new members 
at the beginning of the semester through 
open-door events or in-person work-
shops. All of these measures could not, or 
only under certain hygiene regulations, be 
implemented in the summer term of 2020, 
winter term of 20 / 21 and summer term of 
2021. Furthermore, respondents reported 
a discontinuation of familiar workflows. 
Since the pandemic, production routines 
have relied on virtual editorial meetings. 
Thus, the social exchange and the feeling 
of belonging to a peer group, which is a key 
motivator for student involvement, has 
been lost due to the changed working envi-
ronment. Correspondingly, the majority of 
participants disagreed with the statement 
“the pandemic has made the team grow 
stronger together” (n = 17, M = 2.8, SD = 0.8, 
on a scale from 1 “completely agree” to 4 
“completely disagree”).

Restrictions caused by COVID-19 
were also reflected in the content output. 
Table 2 compares the declared production 
volume before and since the pandemic. 
The greatest disparities can be seen in the 
bold category values. While no participant 
declared production volumes of fewer 
than ten minutes before the outbreak of 
the pandemic, almost a third of the partici-
pants have since reported producing short 
seg ments. The decrease of the category 
60–90 minutes, especially, indicates an 
over all volume reduction. This result can 
be confirmed by the evaluation of YouTube 
uploads within the social media analysis 
(see Table 3 in the supplementary materi-
al). In five of nine cases, uploads decreased 
by 2020. Channels that did increase up-
loads in 2021 did not return to the same 
level as in 2017. Four cases with higher 
upload numbers than in 2017 emphasized 
pandemic-related content attempting to 
present the changes at the HEIs to the stu-
dents. Three CTV stations which launched 
a YouTube channel after 2017 show some-
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what stable upload numbers in 2020 and 
2021. The uploads marked no difference 
regarding the station’s curricular linkage.

However, drastic times like the cur-
rent COVID-19 pandemic, besides all the 
disadvantages for CTV cases, also meant a 
potential, albeit forced, boost in creativity. 
Not only has the distribution variety of cas-
es evolved during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
a shift in content design can also be seen. 
In the second survey wave, par ticipants 
agreed that students created new formats, 
such as online dance performances and 
other instructional clips supporting more 
exercise at home. The social media analysis 
revealed that Zoom talks were a common 
format used to replace news shows and 
other recurring formats formerly produced 
in the TV studio. Among them, a Zoom in-
terview with the HEI’s rector reached over 
1400 views on the YouTube channel of 
stufe.tv. This was a notable achievement 
as CTV clips usually have views only in the 
hundreds. This excludes incidents such as 
the live stream of national TV news host 
Ingo Zamperoni’s inaugural lecture as hon-
orary professor at HDM Stuttgart, which 
received nationwide attention. The remote 
production conditions manifested them-
selves in terms of content aesthetics. In 
particular, the content recorded on Zoom 
resulted in a lower visual quality. Since this 
format was part of everyday life for many 
students during the pandemic, the CTV 
audience was presumably not bothered by 
the image quality.

In 2021, 41 percent of the respondents 
claimed that they had explored new so-
cial media platforms on which they were 
more heavily reliant than was the case pri-

or to the pandemic. New accounts could 
be observed on Instagram and Twitch. By 
following the CTV Instagram activities, the 
author discovered that student members 
even posted from their private accounts 
using a CTV-related hashtag if no unique 
account existed during the peak of the 
pandemic. This indicates that digital ob-
ligations beyond audiovisual production 
have become more complex (albeit not ex-
clusively) due to the pandemic. 

According to the second survey da-
ta, most of the cases saw the emergence 
of new topics over the course of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This is further sub-
stantiated by the Instagram analysis. In 
addition to a common hiatus during the 
non-lecture period, several months of in-
activity can be identified in three cases 
at the beginning of the pandemic. Eight 
repeatedly communicated topics were 
identified in the social media analysis of 
pandemic-related posts (see Figure 2 in 
the supplementary material). The most 
common category coded (especially in the 
summer term of 2020) was the distracting 
activities in times of isolation (associating 
#stayhome), which served an entertain-
ment purpose. This topic was followed 
by behind-the-scenes posts, such as the 
shutdown of the broadcast studio at spaet-
schicht.tv at the Bavarian University of 
Passau (Figure 1). Along the same lines, 
posts with the aim of team recruiting ap-
peared. The third most common topic was 
related to HEI life during the pandemic. 
This included COVID-19-related rules on 
campus, as in the post of floidTV at the 
Leipzig University of Applied Sciences 
from July 2020, shown in Figure 1. 

 Besides these more frequent topics, 
the impact of the pandemic on students’ 
mental and financial situations was ad-
dressed, for example, the displacement 
of popular student jobs. Several CTVs 
also provided information about studying 
abroad during the pandemic, as shown in 
the example of Campus TV Mainz at the 
University of Mainz in March 2021. Fur-
thermore, some posts addressed the still 
intact local cultural life. In the analysis, 
only one post relating to science could be 
identified. In this case, the post reported 

Table 2: Average production volume in  
minutes per semester (n = 18)

min prior to pandemic (%) since  pandemic (%)

< 10 0 28

10–30 11 6

30–60 11 39

60–90 44 11

> 90 33 17

Total 100 100

http://stufe.tv
http://spaetschicht.tv
http://spaetschicht.tv
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on COVID-19 treatment research at the 
respective HEI (see Table 5 in the supple-
mentary material).

The analysis indicates that during the 
pandemic, CTVs took on the role of be-
coming a source of information for stu-
dents at their respective HEIs. In doing so, 
they reduced previously common topics 
such as culture, sports, and public affairs 
(see Section 4.2). The social media analysis 
also shows that CTVs cross-promoted their 
online distribution channels. While direct 
linking in Instagram posts is not possible, 
the posts often referred to new YouTube 
uploads or the Instagram account’s bio.

The adaption of production routines 
and flexibility in content design, revealed 
in the results of both the second survey 
and the social media analysis, only came 
about because German CTV productions 
are predominantly digital. When asked to 
rate the statement “We experienced good 
support from the HEI in this challenging 
situation” in 2021, the result was a some-
what modest (M = 2.9 on a scale from 1 
“completely agree” to 4 “completely dis-
agree”), with a slightly better among in-
tra-curricular cases (M = 2.5). However, 
most participants approved of the state-
ment, “We are satisfied with the way we 
solved the transition to remote produc-

tion” (M = 2.2). At the end of both online 
surveys, the participants were asked to re-
spond to the statement, “I am very positive 
about the future of the station.” In 2017, 
the statement was rated positively (n = 35, 
M = 3.1, SD = 0.8, 1 “completely disagree”, 4 
“completely agree”). In 2021, the response 
to the slightly rephrased item “I believe 
the future prospects for our CTV are good” 
was still positive (n = 17, M = 3, SD = 0.7).

5 Conclusion and limitations

For the first time in over ten years, this 
multi-step study has revealed the organiza-
tional structure and production conditions 
of German CTV initiatives. The distinction 
between intra- and extra-curricular initia-
tives corresponds not only with editorial 
preferences but also with differences in 
team continuity and satisfaction, which 
is consistently better in the first group. 
Conversely, extra-curricular CTV cases are 
particularly vulnerable, due to their loose 
organizational structure. The results of 
the second survey wave showed that the 
already quite dynamic CTV community 
had to cope with several challenges during 
COVID-19. Pandemic-related restrictions 
significantly constrained CTV workflows. 

Figure 1 : Examples of CTV posts on Instagram during the COVID-19 pandemic

Own composition.
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Seven cases even had to cease operations 
entirely. The media operations’ basic dig-
ital workflows were the only factors that 
enabled the initiatives to continue under 
the pandemic-related restrictions. A low-
er production quality can be expected, 
at least for the transitional period from 
pan demic to endemic, since a part of 
the knowledge and experience imparted 
through peer learning was lost due to the 
stag nant generation change. This could 
be counteracted by local HEI cooperation, 
as in the case of Campus TV Düsseldorf, 
closer cooperation with regional media 
boards or umbrella brands of all HEI as-
sociated college media outlets, as in the 
case of moritz.medien at the University of 
Greifswald and uni.CROSS at the Universi-
ty of Freiburg. Regarding CTV’s topics, the 
data revealed specific changes. While aca-
demic life was only marginally considered 
by German COVID-19 politics, and HEIs 
were left on their own at the beginning of 
the pandemic (Kissel, 2021), CTVs took on 
a clearer role of orientation for students 
than was the case before the pandem-
ic. Since the examined CTVs reported on 
the circumstances during the pandemic, 
they played a more important role in the 
internal communication at HEIs. From a 
teaching perspective, HEIs can build on 
the existing infrastructures of practical 
media education and integrate them more 
strongly into curricula. This would in turn 
help stations maintain steady team sizes.

The study has a few limitations that 
warrant clarification. Due to the operatio-
nal definition of CTV, individual and loose 
productions within academic communi-
cation and media programs were not in-
cluded in the study. As the choice of social 
media platforms continues to expand, 
CTVs may have altered their social media 
routines considerably since the survey was 
conducted in 2017. Thus, the inclusion of 
the qualitative social media analysis seeks 
to update ongoing developments. Another 
constraint was the discrepancy among in-
dividual survey participants who provided 
information about an organizational unit. 
There was a risk that participants were not 
able to answer all questions about their 
respective CTV due to their involvement 

period. In the interest of the participants’ 
anonymity, clarification details on the 
CTV initiative were not queried in the sec-
ond wave. Therefore, it was not possible 
to determine whether the same CTV rep-
resentatives had taken part in both online 
surveys. Direct connections between both 
data sets can therefore only be tentative-
ly drawn. The greatest limitation was the 
small sample size in both surveys, particu-
larly in the 2021 update. Consequently, the 
study makes no claim to be representative 
and the results do not go beyond a de-
scriptive analysis. However, in the overall 
context, it is viable to draw some conclu-
sions about the changed conditions and 
apparent tendencies within the German 
CTV landscape. 

This study does not contribute to the 
extensive assessment of CTV’s content 
quality, nor does it create a definitive char-
acterization of German CTV. However, it 
reveals entry points for future research. 
Within the study of CTV topics, science-re-
lated reports took on a subordinate role. 
Even in the pandemic, during which sci-
ence topics were present across all media, 
they were virtually absent in CTV chan-
nels. It is worth delving into the reasons 
why this was not the case. In favor of an 
improved and consolidated community, 
field-independent CTV productions could 
thrive on members studying diverse disci-
plines. This would allow them to address 
the rich tapestry of academic fields and 
collaborate on the development of unique 
science formats. 

In 2017, collaboration between CTVs 
and HEI communication offices was not 
so common (see Section 4.2). Given CTV’s 
increased information-giving role in HEI 
matters during the pandemic, an in-depth 
re-evaluation seems pertinent. One exam-
ple from the social media analysis could 
be the station Campus TV Mainz, whose 
respective university was classified as a so-
cial media specialist by Metag and Schäfer 
(2017). In this respect, comparative re-
search into the interplay of co-existing 
CTVs and central communication depart-
ments in HEIs may be an interesting sub-
ject for future research for scholars in this 
field. The author encourages further re-
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search into the influence of college media 
on the public visibility of HEIs and propos-
es anchoring college media research in the 
field of higher education communication.

Future studies on college media might 
apply broader theoretical concepts, such 
as network theory (Schmidt, 2019), to ana-
lyze the relationship structures across col-
lege media as well as community building 
of students and alumni through college 
media. Since this study highlights extra-
curricular CTVs as being disadvantaged 
both structurally and in terms of resourc-
es, the findings also leave room to explore 
specific social and educational benefits 
within the involvement framework (e. g., 
Shemberger, 2017). The student involve-
ment theory was introduced by Astin 
(1984), whose concept states that partic-
ipation in extra-curricular activities has 
a positive impact on the course of study 
and graduation. While this study draws on 
training methods and production environ-
ment, it did not address issues such as stu-
dents’ self-perceptions as media produc-
ers. Future alumni surveys may provide 
insights regarding the impact of college 
media trainings on professional (and ethi-
cal) qualifications. 

To conclude, German CTV has adapt-
ed well to the altered conditions of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, despite the tempo-
rary hiatus in production at the beginning 
of the pandemic for some stations. While 
the study found a decrease in team mem-
bers and output as well as a lower visual 
production quality than before the pan-
demic, it also revealed a thriving creativity 
in terms of CTVs social media strategy and 
topic selection. Overall, the study indicat-
ed a shift in the role of CTVs as informa-
tion providers during an uncertain period 
of student life.
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INVITED ESSAY

The role of organizations in the public communication of science – 
Early research, recent studies, and open questions

Hans Peter Peters, Free University of Berlin, Institute for Media and Communication Studies,  
Germany
h.p.peters@sci-com.de

1 Early conceptualizations of 
organizations in the public 
communication of science

Organizational science communication 
of higher education institutions (and re-
search institutes outside the university 
sector) came into view of scholars of “sci-
ence journalism” soon after the begin of 
systematic studies of the scientist-jour-
nalist relationship. While the pioneering 
French study of scientists’ relationship 
with the mass media by Boltanski and Mal-
didier (1970) focused on implications of 
the norms of the scientific community for 
public communication by scientists, early 
surveys of scientists in the United States 
(Dunwoody & Ryan, 1982, 1983) and – pe-
ripherally – also in Germany (Krüger, 1985; 
Peters & Krüger, 1985) considered both the 
scientific community and the university 
(or other public research organizations) 
as relevant contexts of the scientist-jour-
nalist relationship. The issue of organiza-
tional science public relations (PR) was 
also addressed by scholars and practi-
tioners in publications and workshops in 
Europe (see, e. g., Peters, 1984; Ruß-Mohl, 
1990; Zerges & Becker, 1992) in the 1980s 
and early 1990s. While researchers were 
not oblivious of self-interests’ influence 
in public communication activities of uni-
versities and other research institutions, 
the dominant perspective on science com-
munication was that of the relationship of 
science and the media, and PR officers at 
science organizations were largely con-
ceptualized as “mediators between scien-
tists and journalists” (Dunwoody & Ryan, 
1983) or as “practitioner in the middle” 
(Rogers, 1988).

In semi-structured interviews with 
PR officers at German universities and re-
search centers conducted in 1983 (Peters, 
1984), most of them subscribed to the role 
as “mediator” – and a speaker for the or-
ganization and its leadership. A first type 
of mediation mentioned was smoothing 
the interactions between scientists and 
journalists by creating contact, briefing 
scientists about how media work, and at-
tempting to reduce misunderstandings 
of scientists’ claims by journalists during 
media interviews. A second type of me-
diation concerned balancing the orga-
nizations’ interest in creating a positive 
public image with the journalists’ interest 
in newsworthy information, exemplified 
by the following quote: “Our task is to sell 
the position of our own house while con-
sidering the demands of the colleagues 
in the media [!] at the same time” (Peters, 
1984, p. 106).1 The idea of a partnership 
with journalists was widespread, in par-
ticular among PR officers who often had 
been former journalists themselves. Some 
PR officers credibly claimed in the inter-
views that they considered addressing the 
information demands of the public – rep-
resented by journalists – as a democratic 
duty and not just as a strategy to promote 
organizational goals. However, this view 
coexisted with instrumental views of pub-
lic communication of some other PR offi-
cers, as expressed in the following quote:

We have to tell people who give us money [for 

what we are doing here]. And in a democracy 

this is the public represented by politics. The 

1 Quotes from the interviews are translated 
from German by the author.
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ultimate goal is that mainly politicians, peo-

ple with political influence, do not consider 

nonsense what we are doing here. [...] In be-

tween [us and the political decision-makers] 

we have to inform the whole proletariat [!] en-

titled to vote [...]. We don’t care about [that]. 

If it was only for public enlightenment, we 

wouldn’t be so motivated. Well, then we would 

have to be teachers. (Peters, 1984, p. 92) 

The cynicism of this quote is not at all typ-
ical for the interviews, but the viewpoint 
that “the public” or general media audi-
ence is not the final addressee of public 
communication and its intended impact 
was mentioned in several interviews.

Against the view of universities’ pub-
lic communication staff just mediating the 
relationship of science and journalism, 
Nelkin (1987, pp. 132–153) demonstrated 
the rise of strategic goals and approaches 
in public communication distinct from 
the popularization paradigm of sharing 
scientific research and findings with the 
goal of public education and intellectual 
inclusion in the United States: “Since the 
1960s and 1970s professional societies, 
academic institutions, and research orga-
nizations have all increased their public 
relations activities in order to enhance 
institutional prestige, encourage public 
support of research, and influence pub-
lic policy towards science and technolo-
gy” (Nelkin, 1987, p. 137). Nelkin saw the 
“Selling Science” approach not limited to 
formal science organizations but as an 
emerging perspective of (leading) scien-
tists and scientific institutions that science 
needs PR to pursue its interest as a stake-
holder in society. However, she also rec-
ognized the specific interests of major re-
search universities: “Good public relations 
is important to these institutions, which 
must attract good students and staff, ob-
tain money for research, and maintain 
public legitimacy” (p. 138). Nelkin thus 
considered the rise of organizational PR as 
part of a more general trend toward strate-
gic orientation of science as stakeholder in 
public communication. This development 
got a first boost in the 1970s and 1980s 
with the emergence of “big science” and 
its huge demand for resources (e. g., NA-

SA’s space program), and the rise of tech-
nical controversy (e. g., Mazur, 1981) about 
risky scientific-technical innovations such 
as nuclear power and genetic engineering 
in which the legitimacy of politicized tech-
noscience was challenged. While the shift 
toward more strategic PR originated out-
side higher education institutions (HEIs), 
the latter eventually followed the model of 
non-university research institutes.

2 Views of organizational PR in the 
articles of this Thematic Section

The above paragraphs serve as a kind of 
prolog and reminder that organization-
al science communication did find some 
scholarly interest before the “organiza-
tional turn” (Schäfer & Fähnrich, 2020) 
in science communication research. The 
four research papers of this Thematic Sec-
tion are situated in the context of a second 
boost of strategic communication related 
to the implementation of new public man-
agement in science organizations with 
consequences for their public branding 
and communication strategies, as expli-
cated in the case study of “the wow-acad-
emy” by Väliverronen, Sihvonen, Laak-
sonen and Koskela (2022). In the following 
I briefly discuss the contributions of the 
four articles in the light of three general 
themes:

 › the rise of strategic organizational com-
munication of HEIs under the influ-
ence of new public management and 
its implications (Fürst, Volk, Schäfer, 
Vogler, & Sörensen, 2022; Väliverronen 
et al., 2022),

 › the intention and ability of HEIs to es-
tablish a centralized public communi-
cation strategy that integrates all orga-
nizational units and members into one 
organizational voice or choir (Koivumä-
ki & Wilkinson, 2022; Väliverronen et al., 
2022; Voigt, 2022),

 › the interdependency of scientists’ in-
dividual public communication and 
organizational PR (Fürst et al., 2022; 
Koivumäki & Wilkinson, 2022).
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2.1 Rise of strategic communication and 
its possible implications

There is hardly disagreement among 
scholars and practitioners that the public 
relations of HEIs are changing toward a 
corporate model, and that its managerial 
status increases. New job titles for heads of 
university PR departments such as “chief 
communication officer” suggest impor-
tance and power. Yet, systematic studies 
of changes in HEI communication depart-
ments are rare. Fürst et al. (2022) present 
such a study based on a survey of HEI 
leaders in Switzerland. Asking them about 
their perception of changes in the past 
five to ten years with respect to indicators 
of intensification, diversification, pro-
fessionalization and increasing strategic 
alignment of the PR of their organizations, 
they found evidence for changes of most 
indicators, but little support for increased 
influence of the PR department on strate-
gic decision-making of the organization. 
Generally, the latter result seems to be in 
line with that by Kohring, Marcinkows-
ki, Lindner, and Karis (2013) for German 
HEIs who claim that “[u]niversity decision 
makers attribute little influence and only 
moderate expertise to their PR managers” 
(p. 177). Fürst et al. (2022) further found 
that respondents ascribing to goals such 
as good public image and social impact 
and being aware of their competition with 
other HEIs, noted more recent changes 
toward intense, diverse, professional, and 
strategic PR. There is some evidence thus 
that strategic goal setting with respect to 
the social environment of HEIs and the 
perception of a competition between HEIs 
are drivers of the change of organizational 
public relations.

Diagnosing a trend toward “medial-
ization of science”, Weingart (2001, 2012) 
has pointed to potential repercussions 
of a stronger “coupling” between science 
and media for the autonomy of science. 
In a recent essay, Weingart (2022) has ex-
tended this critique with respect to public 
communication of scientific communi-
cators. He argues that striving for public 
resonance, especially through organiza-
tional PR similar to that of corporations, 
may contradict both the values of science 

and the expectations of the public, and – 
against the intention – may actually en-
danger public trust in science rather than 
foster it. The tension between the scientif-
ic culture and the rise of a corporate-like 
PR approach of scientific organizations is 
evident in the two Finnish contributions. 
Väliverronen et al. (2022) present a case 
study of a management reform following 
a large university merger. This reform tried 
to establish a “promotional culture” in the 
branding of the new Tampere University. 
Yet, researchers and students of the uni-
versity were excluded from participation 
in the reform, and in social media they 
subversively obstructed the implementa-
tion of the new communication strategy. 
Based on an analysis of newspaper articles 
and social media posts, Väliverronen et al. 
(2022) reconstruct the “clash between the 
values represented by the university com-
munity and the new management” (p. 502).

In interviews with researchers and 
communication professionals, Koivumä-
ki and Wilkinson (2022) explored possible 
incentives motivating scientists for pub-
lic communication. One of their findings 
was that the scientists in their case study 
tended to reject direct financial incentives 
as motivation for public communication 
(p. 478). One might interpret this finding 
as indicating that being paid for commu-
nication activities would mark them as 
an activity outside their professional role, 
an activity on behalf of others (i. e., the PR 
department) and perhaps with the expec-
tation that the payment comes along with 
expectations restricting their professional 
autonomy. As Rödder (2012) found in her 
study of the human genome project com-
munity, many scientists are ambivalent 
about public communication. From a sur-
vey of German and U. S. neuroscientists, 
Peters (2013, p. 14106) concluded that 
“norms of the scientific community [...] 
do not generally discourage media inter-
actions, but [...] include explicit expecta-
tions about who should represent science 
in the media and how.” A comparison of 
scientists from 16 disciplines revealed 
that peer norms regarding public com-
munication are relevant for all disciplines 
analyzed, but more so for scientists from 
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natural sciences than for scientists from 
social sciences and humanities (Peters, 
Spangenberg, & Lo, 2012, p. 259–260). Sci-
entists tend to find public communication 
acceptable if there is a convincing reason 
justifying it in light of the norms of the sci-
entific community. Rejecting direct bene-
fits may be an indicator that scientists still 
regard academic norms relevant for public 
communication of science, even if these 
norms have changed over time and are 
diverse across the spectrum of scientific 
disciplines and research fields. 

2.2 Merging voices to form a choir
The article by Voigt (2022) in this issue, 
describing college television initiatives 
in German HEIs, points to an important 
aspect of organizational PR. Universities 
host many public communicators that are 
not legitimized to speak for the whole or-
ganization, but are still perceived as voices 
of the university, and thus will contribute 
to shaping its public image. College tele-
vision initiatives can be linked to a jour-
nalism program, for example, or can be 
activities of independent student groups. 
Student bodies within the university may 
engage in public debates. Students may 
post in social media about their universi-
ty. University institutes may have own re-
sources for PR, their own media contacts, 
social media profiles, or organize events. 
In eight countries Entradas et al. (2020) 
have inventoried public communication 
activities and resources at the institute 
level and found such a rich “biodiversity” 
of public engagement activities, leading 
Entradas (2022) to assume a trend toward 
decentralization of organizational science 
communication rather than centraliza-
tion. Many researchers have traditionally 
interacted with journalists without the 
mediation of a PR officer, and many are 
also active on social media. Above all that, 
collaborative projects involving partners 
from several research organizations may 
have their own formal or informal PR, and 
project funders may interfere with their 
PR. For the chief communication officer 
of a university who is interested that the 
organization speaks with one voice – or 
at least as a harmonious choir with many 

voices but one melody – this must be a 
challenge.

Given this situation, one may ask two 
questions. First, do HEIs want to move to-
ward centralization of public communica-
tion in order to speak with one voice or do 
they cherish a diverse spectrum of voices 
which may have advantages in addressing 
diverse publics? Second, if they wanted 
more centralization of public communica-
tion, would they actually have the means 
and power to centralize communication? 
Both questions cannot easily be answered 
in general. The case study of the new 
Tampere University by Väliverronen et al. 
(2022) suggests that as part of the new 
public management style the manage-
ment “might seek to control the voices in 
organizations” if their messages are not “in 
line with the organizational voice” (p. 496). 
Yet, in “fundamentally heterogeneous and 
polyvocal sites” (p. 496) like universities 
such an attempt might fail. Organization 
members have both the motivation and 
the means to resist demands of the man-
agement perceived as incompatible with 
the academic culture. The hybrid media 
system and higher authenticity of ordi-
nary organization members compared to 
the “official voice of the organization or its 
management” (p. 496) gives protest an ad-
vantage over official voices.

It is not intended to be read this way, 
but the article by Koivumäki and Wilkin-
son (2022) presents an alternative, more 
subtle strategy of integrating researchers 
into the “university choir” compared with 
the confrontational top-down approach of 
Tampere University. The article provides 
results of a research collaboration between 
researchers and communication profes-
sionals in a Finnish project about devel-
oping organizational and institutional in-
centives to motivate scientists to engage in 
social media communication – obviously 
with the main goal to increase the volume 
of output which relates to universities’ in-
terest in public visibility. Recommended 
approaches are integrating communica-
tion into the job description and evalu-
ation of researchers, providing substan-
tial feedback to social media posts, and 
emphasizing the crucial role of leaders in 
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creating an organizational culture that en-
courages the use of social media. However, 
these incentives may also be used to moti-
vate researchers to consider the stakehold-
er interests of the university or institute in 
the content of their posts and thereby am-
plify the organizational voice.

2.3 Individual scientists and 
organizational PR

Koivumäki’s and Wilkinson’s study con-
nects well to what German PR officers in 
1983 said about their interactions with the 
researchers of their organizations (Peters, 
1984). Motivating them for public com-
munication was a general problem too, 
and PR officers used some variants of the 
strategies mentioned above such as pro-
viding feedback and recognition by peers 
and organizational management by circu-
lating press clippings. In the survey of HEI 
leaders by Fürst et al. (2022, p. 525) 26 % of 
the respondents strongly agreed that “the 
[central communication] department has 
an increasing influence on how HEI mem-
bers communicate publicly.” There is thus 
some evidence about growing influence 
of the PR departments on the communi-
cation of individual researchers but other 
indicators of changes in HEI communica-
tion were more pronounced.

Some surveys have addressed the is-
sue of how the organization influences 
researchers’ public communication. In 
a survey of scientists by Dunwoody and 
Ryan (1983) two-thirds of the 287 respon-
dents agreed that “public information per-
sonnel sometimes hinder scientists who 
want to be completely open about their 
research efforts.” In another survey of 1354 
biomedical researchers in five countries, 
about 35 % agreed that they would have 
to get permission from their institution 
if they wanted to talk with a journalist 
(Peters et al., 2009, pp. 77–78). The differ-
ences between the five countries (Ger-
many, France, Great Britain, USA, Japan) 
were rather small. However, there were 
large country differences regarding whom 
the researchers had to ask. In Germany, 
France, and Japan researchers had to get 
permission from their leader; in the Unit-
ed States and Great Britain they had to ask 

the PR department. This finding was repli-
cated in a comparison of German and U. S. 
neuroscientists (Peters, 2013, p. 14107). In 
her survey of scientists in Germany, USA, 
and Taiwan, Lo (2016, p. 129) asked about 
organizational regulations or guidelines 
for blogging. Only 9.4 % of the German re-
spondents knew of such regulations com-
pared to 21.2 % in the USA and 22.8 % in 
Taiwan.

The conclusion from the cited studies 
is that universities may motivate scien-
tists to communicate with the public but 
also exercise some degree of control – pre-
sumably to make sure that the intended 
communication does not jeopardize or-
ganizational reputation. In Anglo-Saxon 
countries this organizational control is 
most often executed by PR departments; 
in Germany, France, and Japan it is most-
ly executed through the hierarchy in the 
institutes. Another finding is that consul-
tation requirements with the PR depart-
ment differ largely by scientific discipline. 
In the humanities and social sciences, the 
PR department plays only a minor role; 
in natural sciences and engineering, more 
than half of the respondents had to consult 
the PR department before having media 
contacts (Peters et al., 2012, p. 163).

While most interviewed PR officers in 
the 1983 study (Peters, 1984) distinguished 
clearly between their speaker role for the 
organization and their involvement as me-
diator in the communication of scientific 
research in which individual scientists re-
mained the dominant communicators, the 
role of individual scientists in the context 
of organizational science communication 
seems to move gradually toward that of 
“content providers” for organizational PR. 
Researchers are still visible as individuals 
in the public self-presentation of HEIs, 
branded as members of the organization 
through corporate design such as man-
datory (PowerPoint) presentation formats 
with organizational logos, as mentioned 
by Väliverronen et al. (2022). They remain 
visible because they can more credibly 
and authentically than organizations rep-
resent the idealized image of science as 
truth-seeking in the common interest, and 
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meet the “personalization” demands of old 
and new media.

3 Gaps in research

The contributions to this Thematic Section 
provide an in-depth view of organization-
al changes with potential implications for 
public communication of science. They do 
not attempt to analyze these implications 
from an audience point of view. Yet, it 
would be naive to assume that encourage-
ment of scientists’ public communication 
activities by universities or their monitor-
ing and control is neutral to the content. 
We may expect a number of positive ef-
fects of organizational PR on the quality of 
science communication such as improved 
suitability for lay audiences, professional-
ity of videos, podcasts or graphs, and the 
training and briefing of scientists. But re-
search organizations have interests and 
goals, and these translate into desired 
communication impacts. Some of these 
desired impacts are quite general such as 
public visibility, while some may be rather 
specific such as emphasizing a particular 
strength of a university in order to attract a 
project or sponsor.

The crucial question from the audi-
ence perspective is how organizational PR 
shapes the public representation of sci-
ence, the form and content of communi-
cation, and the relationship with publics. 
For example, one may hypothesize that 
organizational PR emphasizes contribu-
tions to knowledge creation that can be 
attributed to the university rather than the 
scientific community, such as research in-
frastructures or funding. This might move 
the public image of science from that of 
an intellectual endeavor to that of an in-
dustrial production process. There seems 
little research overall on how the selection 
of topics, the framing of science, and the 
presentation of scientific outcomes differ 
between the self-presentation of HEIs and 
other types of science communication, 
such as investigative science journalism. 
An example of how such research could 
look is provided by Fahnestock (1986) who 
compared popular science articles written 

by journalists with those written by scien-
tists. Adapting this research approach to 
the current media environment, a way to 
study the impact of organizational science 
PR on science communication would be 
to compare the content of science com-
munication produced with or without the 
involvement of professional science PR.
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Abstract
By presenting five studies on connected research questions, this cumulative dissertation develops a novel 
understanding of the concept of Hybrid Diasporic Public Sphere by examining how three groups of diasporic 
exiles, including journalists, activists, and ordinary refugees settled in democratic states, use digital media 
to engage in transnational conflicts and advocate for political and social change in their homelands. The study 
demonstrates that the roles of the three diasporic political actors are highly interactive, overlapping, and 
complementary and their digitally-empowered collaborations blur boundaries between their normative role 
distinctions creating new interchanging political logics, norms, and practices. The novel contribution of this 
thesis lies at three levels. First, it redefines diaspora journalism in conflict contexts by examining the Syrian 
journalists’ media advocacy strategies and digital networks that blend activism, human rights advocacy, and 
social movements. Second, it further identifies five barriers to the digital diasporic political participation of 
ordinary refugees demonstrating new forms of democratic divides. Third, the study develops the concept of 
connected diaspora activist identifying the current challenges that undermine the potential of social media 
use for mobilizing a political change in non-revolutionary times. The dissertation employs four qualitative 
research methods including digital ethnography, content analysis, metajournalistic discourse analysis, and a 
total of 94 in-depth interviews.

Keywords
online political participation, diaspora journalism advocacy, democratic divide, diasporic digital activism

1 Introduction

Deterritorialized beyond their origin coun-
tries, diaspora populations serve as trans-
national political actors, share networks 
constructed around identity or a cause, 
and mediate their homeland conflicts as 
peace-makers or peace-wreckers (Boichak, 
2019; Smith & Stares, 2007). Diasporic exiles 
can enact an indirect political influence on 
their home countries by sending financial 
remittances (Mese guer & Burgess, 2014) 
and exchanging social remittances includ-

ing “ideas, behaviors, identities, and social 
capital” (Levitt, 1998, p. 927). They also en-
gage in a wide range of activities to mobi-
lize a direct transnational political change 
through supporting candidates, parties, or 
policies, making financial contributions to 
political campaigns, exercising expatriate 
political rights, lobbying home govern-
ments, as well as financing homeland elec-
tions (Meseguer & Burgess, 2014, pp. 2–3).

The proliferation of new media and 
digital technologies empowered diasporic 
communities to create alternative online 
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political spaces to engage in the homeland 
regime opposition and mobilize a collec-
tive action from a distance (Bernal, 2020). 
Their digital connectivity opened up op-
portunities for developing and maintain-
ing the diasporic public sphere that refers 
to “the political arena wherein the diaspora 
expresses its political views, discusses its 
project for the homeland and the dias-
pora, interacts with host land and home-
land government officials and politicians, 
and reflects on its contribution to society” 
(Laguerre, 2005, p. 207). This diasporic 
digital sphere allows participation of vari-
ous diasporic communities who “are often 
racial, ethnic, and linguistic minorities in 
their country of settlement” (Zou, 2020, 
p. 230).

By presenting five studies on connect-
ed research questions (3 published, one 
accepted, and one in peer review), this 
cumulative dissertation adopts a compar-
ative and interdisciplinary approach to 
examine the online political behavior of 
three groups of Arab diasporic exiles in-
cluding journalists, activists, and ordinary 
refugees. It argues that the three diasporic 
groups can no longer be studied as sepa-
rate transnational change agents, as previ-
ously found in the literature. To create the 
digital diasporic public sphere and mo-
bilize for a change in homeland politics, 
the roles of the three counterpublics are 
highly interactive, overlapping, and com-
plementary (Holm, 2019) proposing new 
forms of hybridity. To this end, the paper 
investigates how the three conflict-gener-
ated refugee diasporas, moving from au-
thoritarian to democratic states, employ 
distinctive digital tactics and consume / 
produce diverse online political content to 
engage in transnational conflicts, advocate 
for political and social change, and mobi-
lize democratic goals in their homelands. 
More importantly, it further examines how 
these different Arab diasporic actors use 
digital media to interact and cooperate 
with each other and with various local, 
international, and transnational actors in 
the diasporic public sphere. In so doing, 
the paper re-examines the concept of hy-
bridity in the transnational digital context 
proposing the notion of (hybrid) diasporic 

public sphere to explain how these digital-
ly-empowered interactive collaborations 
blur boundaries between the normative 
role distinctions of the different diasporic 
actors and introduce novel interchanging 
and complementary political logics, roles, 
and practices. This requires understand-
ing how diaspora journalists engage in 
various forms of advocacy and activism 
(papers 1 & 2), how ordinary refugees en-
gage in producing news and channeling 
online information to voice their political 
opinions (papers 3 & 4), and how diaspora 
activists engage in the mundane everyday 
politics, human rights activism, and relief 
work that involve close connection with 
the two previous groups (paper 5).

Drawing on a wide range of qualita-
tive research methods including digital 
ethnography, qualitative content analysis, 
metajournalistic discourse analysis, and a 
total of 94 in-depth interviews with Arab 
refugees in Switzerland, the study aims 
to answer two overarching research ques-
tions:

 RQ1: How do Arab diaspora journalists, 
activists, and ordinary non-activist ref-
ugees use digital media to engage in 
transnational political participation in 
their homelands?

 RQ2: How do the three diasporic ref-
ugee groups collaborate and interact 
in the digital sphere? And what hybrid 
political logics, roles, and practices do 
these digitally-empowered collabora-
tions create?

2 Literature review and theoretical 
framework

To identify the knowledge gaps and disser-
tation’s conceptual contributions, this sec-
tion provides an introductory overview of 
the literature on diasporic public sphere, 
diaspora journalism, and digital media use 
for diasporic political participation.

2.1 The diasporic digital public sphere
The concept of diaspora was used by many 
scholars studying different settled migra-
tory groups and its definition has changed 
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over time. As Bostrom, Brown, and Cech-
vala (2016, p. 2) argued, diaspora

connotes a very strong orientation vis-à-vis 

the homeland, often based on an experience 

or shared memory of displacement, subse-

quent settlement in two or more locations out-

side of the country of origin, and the collective 

idea or myth of the homeland.

The concept was originally used to de-
scribe the exiled Jews who were dispersed 
throughout many lands, reflecting the op-
pression and moral degradation following 
the dispersion (Safran, 1991).

The rapid adoption of mobile tele-
phones and social media platforms en-
abled virtual communities “to form, grow, 
and organize transnational networks 
quickly” (Bostrom et al., 2016, p. 13), al-
lowing the creation and development 
of diasporic public spheres (Appadurai, 
1996; Laguerre, 2005). Both diasporic me-
dia and Internet usage play a crucial role 
in shaping the public-sphere activity in 
these diaspora communities altering the 
meanings of community, citizenship, and 
nation (Appadurai, 1996; Bernal, 2005). 
What differentiates this diasporic public 
sphere from other public spheres is how 
it incorporates the online and offline di-
mensions where the sphere of interaction 
expands from the local to the global in-
volving other non-diasporic groups such 
as the homeland individuals (Laguerre, 
2005). This diasporic sphere allows the 
participation of various diasporic pop-
ulations (Zou, 2020) including diaspora 
journalists, activists, and non-activist ref-
ugee groups. While diasporic opposition 
actors build online platforms to counter 
the misrepresentation of ethnic minorities 
in the mainstream media in the host coun-
try, they also counter the homeland state 
media’s narratives, reveal the regime’s vio-
lations, and mobilize a transnational col-
lective action (Bernal, 2020), forming what 
Fraser (1990, p. 67) described as “subaltern 
counterpublics.”

Hence, this dissertation moves the 
discussion on diasporic public sphere 
forward by examining different forms of 
hybrid digital practices, interactions, and 

collaborations among three groups of Arab 
diasporic counterpublics engaging in po-
litical participation and conflict involve-
ment in their homelands. The diasporic 
groups involve exiled Syrian journalists in 
Europe and Turkey as well as Arab activist 
and non-activist refugee communities in 
Switzerland.

2.2 Diaspora journalists, conflict, and 
political change

Living in exile from repressive homelands, 
diaspora journalists play crucial roles in 
mobilizing change in undemocratic so-
cieties and creating new platforms for 
scrutinizing and lobbying home govern-
ments (Ekwo, 2011). Diaspora media, cre-
ated by and for diasporic groups (Bozdag, 
Hepp, & Suna, 2012), provide platforms 
for “self-expression, the representation of 
cultural artefacts and the contestation of 
negative stereotypes by migrant people 
in the public sphere” (Ogunyemi, 2015, 
p. 1). The networked communication en-
vironments have facilitated the diaspora 
journalists’ adoption of activism by pro-
viding opportunities for transnational 
engagement in conflict mediation and 
resolution, as well as advocacy for social 
movements and political causes in the 
homelands (Sözeri, 2016). This places di-
aspora media in “a unique position which 
enables them to circumvent regime cen-
sorship and spread their content through 
cross-border networks and collaborations 
with citizen journalists, on-the-ground 
correspondents, and media platforms” 
(Kämpe, 2017, p. 49). To this end, diaspora 
journalists serve a dual role as a “window 
on the world” that channels updated in-
formation and a “mirror” that reflects back 
the conflict details and its consequences 
to their audiences (Ogunyemi, 2017, p. 1). 
For example, Journalists for Democracy in 
Sri Lanka (JDS) used their exile to access 
the political spaces they were previous-
ly denied and document violations and 
mass atrocities during the war (Balasun-
daram, 2019). Similarly, the transnational 
flow of information created by the Dem-
ocratic Voice of Burma (DVB), a Burmese 
diasporic opposition media organization, 
challenged the authoritarian rule, political 
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violence, and censorship and supported 
the democratization process in a repres-
sive military regime (Pidduck, 2012).

However, the literature has not fully 
addressed how opposition diaspora jour-
nalists develop and promote various ad-
vocacy strategies though creating online 
news websites that challenge the restric-
tions on the flow of information on the 
one hand, while building digital networks 
for defending, rescuing, and training the 
local journalistic community under threat, 
on the other. To bridge the knowledge gaps, 
the dissertation incorporates two papers to 
examine how the Syrian diaspora journal-
ists mediate the ongoing civil war in their 
homeland by promoting social and polit-
ical causes in two unique ways; through 
news reporting and online advocacy net-
works. Paper 1 examines nine content-re-
lated advocacy strategies in the anti-re-
gime Syrian diaspora news outlets and 
advances a definition of diaspora advo-
cacy journalism. Paper 2 further proposes 
four novel journalistic roles for promoting 
newsafety from exile through journalists’ 
digital advocacy networks.

2.3 Diasporic digital activism and 
political participation

Diaspora journalists are not the only di-
asporic group who serve crucial roles in 
influencing and shaping the political dis-
course and conflicts in their homelands. 
Previous scholars have elucidated the en-
gagement of other activist and non-activist 
diasporic populations in the politics and 
conflicts of their origin countries surpass-
ing the territorial and political boundaries 
of states (e. g., Itzigsohn, 2000; Ghorashi & 
Boersma, 2009; Hanlin, 2010). As Adamson 
(2020, p. 150) argued, “opposition groups 
and political activists can mobilize beyond 
the territorial limits of the state, thus by-
passing some of the constraints to polit-
ical organization found in authoritarian 
states.” Using their institutional and net-
work structures, the diasporic communi-
ties serve as significant actors in the local 
and transnational politics by providing 
tangible and intangible resources such 
as money and weapons to support armed 
conflicts or mediate conflict settlement 

(Smith, 2007). The Arab Spring uprisings 
gave an important example of how dias-
pora dissidents employed various digital 
media platforms for transnational mobi-
lization challenging their home-country 
autocrats. Although the rebellion’s needs, 
geopolitical support, activist resources, 
and access to the front lines affected how 
and to what extent the different Arab di-
aspora groups played a role in the anti-re-
gime revolts (Moss, 2020a, p. 1669), some 
of these groups shared similar digital prac-
tices. For example, social media allowed 
diaspora activists from Libya, Yemen, and 
Syria to create direct connections between 
the local dissidents under siege and the 
international mainstream media outlets 
decreasing their isolation and disseminate 
information that was previously censored 
(Moss, 2020b). The Syrian uprisings have 
also witnessed various networked collabo-
rations between the diaspora activists and 
professional journalists (Andén-Papado-
poulo & Pantti, 2013).

Reviewing literature on diasporic po-
litical participation highlights two import-
ant knowledge gaps. First, little is known 
about the factors that encourage or hinder 
the online diasporic political participation 
of refugee communities, especially those 
moving between authoritarian and dem-
ocratic regimes, and how the refugees’ 
online political behavior might differ from 
one social media platform to another. Sec-
ond, while the literature has focused on the 
digital activism practices of Arab diasporic 
populations in revolutionary times, exam-
ining the digital diasporic activism during 
the non-revolutionary and non-conflict 
times that create different demands and 
exigencies for a sustained action has been 
insufficiently explored. To bridge these 
research gaps, paper 3 examines the facil-
itators and barriers that influence and / or 
shape the online political participation of 
diasporic non-activist populations while 
paper 4 investigates the different roles of 
traditional and digital media in fostering 
political re-socialization of Arab refugees 
into the democratic norms and values of 
the Swiss country. Taking a further step, 
paper 5 shifts attention to the mundane ev-
eryday digital practices of anti-regime Arab 
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diaspora activists engaging in political and 
human rights activism, as well as the relief 
work in their war-torn homelands.

3 Methods

Incorporating the notion of triangulation 
that entails multiple data sources and di-
verse data gathering tools (Toma, 2011), 
the dissertation employs a combination of 
four qualitative methods and six original 
data sets to search for meaning, garner par-
ticipants’ experiences and perspectives, 
and examine the emergence of complex-
ities while exploring context as “a central 
part of the interpretative process” (Bren-
nen, 2017, p. 22): Qualitative content anal-
ysis of news articles, digital ethnography 
of online diaspora journalists’ networks, 
metajournalistic discourse analysis, and 
in-depth interviews with journalists, activ-
ists, and refugee audiences.

Aiming to inductively explore and 
identify the advocacy strategies adopted 
by diaspora journalists in their transna-
tional news reporting on conflict in Syria, 
the first paper of this dissertation em-
ploys a qualitative content analysis of a 
total data set of 100 news articles collected 
from the digital archives of Enab Baladi and 
Rozana Syrian opposition diasporic news 
websites. The analysis was conducted us-
ing Nvivo 12 Pro software.

The first paper of the dissertation also 
employs digital ethnography to examine 
the activities, posting schedule and agen-
da, and dynamics of interaction within the 
two digital advocacy networks created by 
the Syrian diaspora journalists: The Syr-
ian Journalists’ Association (SJA) and the 
Syrian Female Journalists’ Network (SFJN). 
Digital field notes were collected on the 
Facebook pages of the two networks over 
a period of four and a half months (from 
November 1, 2019 to March 21, 2020). 
Conducting digital observations followed 
Mare’s (2017) seven routines of social me-
dia ethnography.

The second paper employs metajour-
nalistic discourse analysis to examine the 
self-descriptions published in the “mis-
sions” and “visions” sections on the web-

sites and Facebook pages of three digital 
networks created by diaspora journalists 
to examine their roles in promoting profes-
sional safety in Syria. Following Carlson’s 
(2016) three aspects of metajournalistic 
discourse, the analysis focused on exam-
ining the implicit and explicit arguments 
diaspora journalists use to define jour-
nalism, legitimize their work, and differ-
entiate the boundaries among the vari-
ous competing actors in the journalistic 
scenes.

In total, the dissertation draws upon 
94 in-depth interviews (12 with Syrian 
diaspora journalists and editors, 22 with 
Arab diaspora activists, and 60 with ordi-
nary non-activist Arab refugees in Switzer-
land). Their countries of origin are Syria, 
Iraq, Palestine, Tunisia, Algeria, Yemen, 
Lebanon, and Libya. Further, the sensitiv-
ity of the topic and the vulnerability of the 
population required meeting in person 
and building a long-term rapport with the 
community and individuals to gain their 
trust. Interviews with journalists and edi-
tors were conducted over a seven-month 
period from December 2019 to June 2020 
while interviews with activists and non- 
activist refugees were conducted over six 
months from September 2018 to February 
2019. The thematic analysis of interview 
transcripts was conducted with the aid of 
Nvivo 12 Pro software.

4 Findings

The following section first provides a brief 
summary of each paper. It then connects 
the key empirical findings on a higher level 
of abstraction addressing the dissertation’s 
core research question about how the dif-
ferent Arab diasporic groups interact and 
collaborate in the diasporic public sphere 
using various digital platforms to engage 
in homeland politics.

4.1 Summary of key findings
Paper 1 (Arafat, 2021) addresses the anti- 
regime Syrian diaspora journalists’ enga-
gement in transnational advocacy through 
news reporting and online advocacy net-
works. Findings of the content analysis 
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identified nine content-related advocacy 
strategies employed by the Syrian dias-
pora news outlets to promote press free-
dom and challenge the homeland power 
authorities. Ethnographic observations 
further demonstrated that diaspora advo-
cacy journalism poses various challenges 
to traditional journalism paradigms as 
journalists use their digital networks to en-
gage in activities previously attributed to 
political activists such as creating ethical 
charters, petitioning, releasing solidarity 
statements, engaging in Hashtag activism, 
and lobbying the homelands to enact laws. 

Paper 2 (Porlezza & Arafat, 2022) mo-
ves the discussion forward by examining 
the role of three online advocacy networks 
created by Syrian diaspora journalists in 
promoting news safety and protecting the 
local journalistic community under threat. 
The findings demonstrated the engage-
ment of diaspora journalists in various 
digital practices to serve local reporters 
and activists in war zones such as provid-
ing emergency rescue of journalists under 
attack, documenting violations and lobby-
ing governments, training local journal-
ists, and developing transnational policies 
and safety guides. The findings propose 
four novel digitally-empowered journal-
istic roles for promoting newsafety from 
exile: sousveillance, defender, trainer, and 
regulator / policy developer. 

Paper 3 shifts the focus from diaspora 
journalists to ordinary non-activist refu-
gees examining the facilitators and barri-
ers that influence and / or shape the online 
political participation of diasporic non-ac-
tivist populations. Drawing upon 60 in-
depth interviews, the paper advances an 
innovative model for understanding the 
barriers of diasporic online political par-
ticipation explaining a new form of demo-
cratic divides in the political usage of digi-
tal media driven by the digital cross-border 
repression, a low perceived online political 
efficacy, and high skepticism in the home 
and host political systems causing a “dou-
ble political marginalization.” 

Paper 4 (Arafat, 2020) further inves-
tigates the different roles of traditional 
and digital media in fostering the political 
re-socialization of refugees into the demo-

cratic norms and values of the host coun-
try while reinforcing their learning about 
the homeland politics. Findings demon-
strated a significant shift toward building 
online diasporic communities in private 
encrypted WhatsApp groups for sharing, 
producing, and consuming political infor-
mation to combat digital surveillance and 
acquire trustworthy information, especial-
ly about the homeland conflicts / politics. 

Paper 5 shifts attention to the mun-
dane everyday digital practices of anti- 
regime diaspora activists engaging in 
transnational political and human rights 
activism and relief work. Findings pointed 
to three main challenges that undermine 
the power of social media to mobilize for 
a political change post-Arab Spring: the 
increasing use of “networked repression” 
technologies by some governments to sur-
veil and target activists, the absence of the 
host and home countries’ media coverage 
of the current diaspora’s protests, as well as 
the individualism created by slacktivism. 

4.2 Diasporic interactions, overlapping 
roles, and digital collaborations

Connecting the key empirical findings on 
a higher level of abstraction, the disserta-
tion highlights different forms of hybridity 
and spheres of interaction between the di-
asporic political actors that can be identi-
fied as follows:

4.2.1 Sphere 1 of interaction: Diaspora 
journalists and activists

Collaborations and interchanging roles: 
Findings showed that both diaspora activ-
ists and journalists perceived themselves 
as a “voice for the voiceless homeland 
populations” serving as “watchdogs” who 
engaged in the bottom-up supervisory 
roles to reveal the homeland regime’s mis-
conduct. Diaspora journalists empower 
exiled activist actors by promoting their 
voices in the news, publishing statistics 
and reports created by political activist 
groups, and conferring legitimacy and vis-
ibility to their work over others (Carlson, 
2011). The empowerment of out-of-au-
thority voices contradicts the traditional 
sourcing norms in the mainstream me-
dia, allowing diaspora journalists to chal-
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lenge the “hierarchy of access, monopoly 
ownership, and exclusion” (Ncube, 2017, 
p. 94). Simultaneously, activists and hu-
man rights defenders, as information pro-
viders, indirectly empower and facilitate 
transnational conflict reporting and news 
production process by practicing informa-
tion activism that involves doing research 
and collecting on-the-ground data about 
the numbers of murdered and displaced 
civilians. Using this information enables 
exiled journalists to promote sympathy, 
evidence-based accusations, and human-
itarian angles of conflict coverage. This 
collaboration is particularly important 
in the case of exiled media whose limited 
financial and human resources and geo-
graphical distance make it hard to produce 
this hard-to-access information by them-
selves. Findings also showed how diaspora 
journalists further challenge their norma-
tive journalistic roles suggested by schol-
ars through their digital networks on Face-
book and introduce a novel set of roles 
that were previously attached to activists 
such as petitioning, lobbying the state 
authorities to release detained reporters, 
engaging in Hashtag activism, and writing 
funding proposals to finance their advo-
cacy programs. This suggests a distinctive 
hybrid conceptualization of journalism 
that abides by some traditional journalis-
tic norms while integrating additional as-
pects in line with advocacy groups.

4.2.2 Sphere 2 of interaction: Diaspora 
activists and ordinary refugees

Diasporic protest collaborations: WhatsApp 
and emails highlight an important digi-
tal sphere of interaction between the two 
groups as it is used by political activists 
to reach some members of the diasporic 
community and personalize their pro-
test messages. This creates transnational 
“networks of resistance” based on trusted 
communication among personally trusted 
sources from the diaspora (Castells, 2009, 
p. 348). However, most of the ordinary 
refugee participants reported high skepti-
cism in their homeland political regimes 
and believed their online voice does not 
have value. Despite having an access to 
the Internet and smartphones, most of 

the informants do not avail themselves of 
the digital affordances and political op-
portunities available in the digital space, 
except for the simple low-risk political 
information acquisition on Facebook and 
Twitter and sharing links and news in pri-
vate WhatsApp and Viber groups. Their 
perceived low online / offline political effi-
cacy and fear of digital surveillance by the 
homeland state actors discouraged most 
of them from engaging in offline protests 
since they are afraid of being recognized 
from the photos and live streaming posted 
online during and after protests. These on-
line and offline self-censorship practices 
resulted in a new form of democratic di-
vides causing many refugees to be “twice 
marginalized,” once for not having politi-
cal rights to participate in the formal state 
politics offline, and once for not being able 
to engage freely in digital politics online. 
This decreasing participation rate of dias-
pora community members in the offline 
transnational protesting for homeland-re-
lated causes have negatively influenced 
the diaspora activists’ capability to recruit 
and mobilize them for protests in Switzer-
land. This led many activists to abandon 
political activism in the past few years and 
shift to relief work hoping to achieve a tan-
gible impact. 

4.2.3 Sphere 3 of interaction: Diaspora 
journalists and ordinary refugees

Unexpectedly, the majority of the inter-
viewed Arab refugees in Switzerland did 
not mention following any diasporic me-
dia among their news sources for political 
information, either from outside or inside 
Switzerland. They rather reported depend-
ing on the interpersonal discussions and 
filtered news distributed via their online 
private groups from trusted sources. The 
flow of political information within these 
digital platforms highlights important over-
lapping practices with exile journalists:

Interchanging roles: To combat the 
spread of fake news and propaganda on 
digital platforms, coming mainly from 
the homeland state-dominated media, 
findings demonstrated that Arab dias-
porans used their WhatsApp groups as a 
means of news generation and tools of 
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news distribution and verification. In-
stead of depending on diaspora media 
that publish information collected from 
local sources, the ordinary refugees collect 
this first-hand information on their own 
using their online social bridges by con-
tacting their friends, family members, and 
relatives back home to get updates about 
what’s going on inside the home country 
and share it with other networks of friends 
and co-workers in diaspora. To this end, 
the online diasporic communities on 
WhatsApp present a new form of alter-
native media that serve the needs of the 
diasporic groups and offer a substitution 
of the traditional ethnic newspapers and 
community radio channels. This type of 
user-generated-content highly intersects 
with the information distributer / dissem-
inator role previously attached to journal-
ists (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018).

4.2.4 Sphere 4 of interaction: Diaspora 
journalists, activists, and ordinary 
refugees

To fully understand hybridity, it is import-
ant to explain how the digital practices 
and interactions among the three dias-
poric groups are influenced by the various 
political and social factors imposed by 
the hybrid political systems within which 
they operate. As findings revealed, the in-
terviewed activists, journalists, and ordi-
nary refugees shared what can be labeled 
as a transnational digital culture of fear 
in spite of operating physically in less re-
pressive conditions in exile. To this end, 
the refugees’ concerns about the trans-
national digital repression expand the 
political scholars’ arguments about the 
influence of emotions on online politi-
cal participation (Weber, 2013; Wollebæk, 
Karlsen, Steen-Johnsen, & Enjolras, 2019) 
to the diasporic context where feelings of 
threat, fear, despair, and mistrust of on-
line friends reflected the participants’ high 

Figure 1: Mapping hybridity in the diasporic digital counterpublic sphere
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and production cultures
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despair  and perceived 
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and produce 
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political skepticism of homeland regimes 
constraining their political engagement in 
the digital sphere to different levels.

To minimize the homeland-related 
risks, all the three groups shifted from us-
ing Facebook, weblogs, YouTube, and Twit-
ter, that played crucial roles in expressing 
opinions, mobilizing and documenting 
the collective political action during the 
Arab revolts (Khamis, Gold, & Vaughn, 
2012), to using “safer” private digital plat-
forms such as secret WhatsApp groups and 
encrypted emails for daily communication 
and work organization. While the major-
ity of ordinary refugee participants limit-
ed their usage of “semi-public” platforms 
such as Facebook and Twitter to the non-
risky practices of information acquisition 
and opinion expression about non-polit-
ical issues, many activists reported using 
Facebook mainly for communication with 
the public to inform them about the dates 
of protests and publish reports. However, 
Syrian journalists working for online di-
asporic networks took further measures 
to not only protect themselves from the 
digital dangers, but also to promote news 
safety from exile. By releasing cyber-safe-
ty guides on their online networks, offer-
ing online and offline training workshops 
for local and diaspora activists to enhance 
their digital security skills, and providing 
emergency rescue for journalists under at-
tack, diaspora journalists serve four novel 
journalistic roles: sousveillance, defender, 
trainer, and regulator / policy developer. 
Figure  1 summarizes these connections 
and distinctions reflecting how the online 
po li tical practices of diasporic exiles might 
complement and intersect.

To this end, I propose the following 
definition of the hybrid diasporic public 
sphere:

The political arena where the different dias-

poric populations / actors interact and col-

laborate using various digital platforms to en-

gage in their homeland politics and advocate 

for transnational social and / or democratic 

political change. These digitally-empowered 

interactive collaborations propose new forms 

of hybridity that blur boundaries between the 

normative role distinctions of the diasporic 

opposition groups introducing novel inter-

changing and complementary political logics, 

norms, and practices.

5 Discussion and conclusion

Challenging the repressive political sphe-
res in their authoritarian origin countries, 
the three Arab diasporic groups used 
Internet and social media to develop a 
transnational public sphere to voice their 
political opinions, exchange information, 
and advocate for democratic political 
reforms. This diasporic public sphere is 
“fragmented” (Bernal, 2005) as it incorpo-
rates various online platforms, created by 
exile opposition actors to serve distinctive 
purposes, including the online diasporic 
news websites and advocacy networks 
established by journalists, the Facebook 
pages and digital transnational networks 
created by political and human right activ-
ists, as well as the online private diasporic 
communities where ordinary refugees re-
ported discussing and debating politics 
and national concerns. 

In this hybrid diasporic counterpublic 
sphere, exiled journalists practice different 
forms of activism and human rights advo-
cacy oriented toward the homeland while 
diaspora activists serve as news providers 
engaging in news generation and distri-
bution. The two opposition groups share 
mutual goals, support, and protect each 
other using digital tools that help docu-
ment and inform the public audiences 
and international community about the 
war crimes in their home countries, per-
forming a brokerage role (Andén-Papa-
dopoulos & Pantti, 2013). While the ordi-
nary non-activist refugees reported being 
more cautious when contributing to the 
diasporic digital sphere because they feel 
unprotected, they played an important 
role in reinforcing the flow of information 
within the diasporic sphere by acquiring 
first-hand information from local sources 
and disseminating them across their pri-
vate WhatsApp networks. In this sense, the 
concept of hybridity is different from how 
it was previously used to describe a form 
of “in-between space”, or “third space” 
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where migrants experience a hybrid cul-
ture (Bhabha, 1994, p. 211) or a hybrid 
public sphere that incorporates interrela-
tionship between face-to-face publics, In-
ternet-based publics and mass-mediated 
publics (Rasmussen, 2014). 

However, it would be naïve to cel-
ebrate the democratic potential of the 
diasporic counterpublic sphere without 
criticism because, just like the dominant 
public sphere, it might also exclude others 
(Ncube, 2017). Within this diasporic digital 
public sphere, democratic (participation) 
divides exist not only among diasporic 
and non-diasporic populations but also 
among the diasporic groups themselves. 
Compared to the diaspora journalists and 
activists, ordinary refugees were the least 
active political group in the digital sphere. 
A set of barriers limited their online par-
ticipation leading them to adopt self-im-
posed Internet use restrictions that fully or 
partially censor their online behavior. In 
this unique diasporic context, the deter-
minants of online political participation 
of citizens reported in literature (Bosn-
jak, Galesic, & Klicek, 2008; Chunly, 2019; 
Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012; 
Yang & DeHart, 2016) failed to facilitate the 
digital political participation of Arab refu-
gees which proposed different demands 
and necessities.

The dissertation findings further pro-
vide relevant political and social implica-
tions for migration policies and decision 
making in democratic societies. They re-
flect the importance of changing the cur-
rent discourse about refugees’ political 
integration where they are “often seen as 
passive recipients of humanitarian aid 
or collective subjects in respect of which 
measures must be taken, rather than as ac-
tive political agents” (Bekaj & Antara, 2018, 
p. 13). Scholars, regulators, and policy-
makers need to include more bottom-up 
perspectives in their research by listening 
to migrants and refugees and closely in-
vestigating what drives their online and 
offline political alienation and what better 
strategies should be adopted for develop-
ing their sense of external political effica-
cy and trust in the political system. This 
should come as one of the first steps to en-

courage their integration into democracy 
and participation in the public discourse. 
Mainstream media can also play a crucial 
role in this. Negative portrayals of Muslims 
in Swiss media do not only lead to stimu-
lating negative attitudes toward Muslim 
migrants but can also lead to adopting or 
supporting policies that can harm Mus-
lims, especially when it focuses on wars, 
conflicts, and clash of civilizations (Et-
tinger, 2008). While the interviewed Arabs 
with refugee origins were disappointed by 
the insufficient and negative reporting of 
migrants, especially Muslims, in the Swiss 
and European media, a more balanced 
portrayal of their reasons for fleeing their 
home countries and their current adapta-
tion attempts can reinforce a mutual un-
derstanding between the migrants and the 
members of the Swiss host society.

The nature of the research sample 
posed various limitations to the current 
study. One of the main challenges was the 
sensitivity of the political topic it tackles 
and the vulnerability of the refugee pop-
ulation it studies. Also, reaching a repre-
sentative sample of Arab refugees in Swit-
zerland was an impossible task. On one 
side, refugee centers refused to give any 
contact information of any settled refu-
gees to protect them and no official docu-
ments about the exact numbers of current 
and former Arab refugees in Switzerland 
were available for public use. On the oth-
er, many refugees refused to answer ques-
tions about their online political practic-
es. In particular, studying the dynamics 
of the online discussions and political 
sharing behavior in the private WhatsApp 
and Facebook groups of refugees was a 
challenging task because the participants’ 
high awareness of digital surveillance and 
online threats thwarted my attempts to 
get their permission to study their private 
online groups. Participants refused using 
their private online discussions for study 
believing the group content presents sen-
sitive archives of their reactions to several 
political and social issues and might be 
used against them by the Swiss or home-
land authorities.

While this dissertation addressed ma-
ny knowledge gaps in the literature, it poin-
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ted out many other under-researched areas 
that require further examination. Future 
researchers should consider examining 
the online diaspora journalists’ network 
construction in other conflict contexts to 
investigate the various advocacy / activism 
roles they serve in other countries with dif-
ferent political and social contexts. Further 
research might also need to pay more focus 
to comparing the state-funded and the do-
nor-funded journalistic business models 
employed by the diasporic media outlets 
to examine how the funding strategy influ-
ences the advocacy agenda building and 
editorial decisions within their newsrooms 
and how journalists deal with the eco-
nomic sustainability threats that each of 
these business models might pose. While 
the current research focused on the digital 
political participation of the first genera-
tion Arab refugees in Switzerland and the 
self-imposed Internet use restrictions they 
adopt to minimize the digital risks, exam-
ining the online political behavior of the 
second generation of Arabs with refugee 
parents and the factors that facilitate or 
hamper their political engagement high-
lights an interesting area for further inves-
tigation.
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Abstract
The precarious situation of doctoral and postdoctoral researchers, resulting from fixed-term contracts and 
the demanding working conditions of young researchers at Swiss universities, has been increasingly dis-
cussed in recent years by academic organizations, political actors, and the broader public. While discussions 
on various levels are intensifying, concrete measures remain largely absent, and young researchers find 
them selves in an environment of job insecurity and a lack of prospects. Therefore, we organized a panel 
discussion on why and how to create permanent positions in the Swiss academic system during this year’s 
annual conference of the Swiss Association of Communication and Media Research (SACM). The panel in-
cluded presentations of preliminary results from a recent study analyzing the working conditions of young 
and emerging communication and media scholars in Switzerland as well as discussions with researchers 
and actors from science organizations regarding: 1) the need for improvement of the current working condi-
tions and the future perspectives of mid-level staff at Swiss universities, 2) the responsibilities of different 
actors, and 3) alternatives to the status quo that help solve the precarious situation of young and emerging 
scholars in Switzerland and beyond. The discussion showed several reasons for establishing more perma-
nent positions and inducing a systemic change. While there are manifold arguments for creating more per-
manent positions, these arguments must appeal to those with decision-making power.

1 Introduction

Members of academic mid-level staff (i. e., 
research and teaching assistants, doctor-
al candidates, postdoctoral researchers, 
and non-tenured assistant professors) 
significantly shape the development of a 
research field and make an indispensable 
contribution to the advancement of scien-
tific knowledge (Eisenach, 2022; Wirth, 
Stämpfli, Böcking, & Matthes, 2008). In 
comparison with other countries, Switzer-
land has a high share of academic staff 
wor king under precarious conditions, 
with approximately 80 percent of under 
45- year-olds employed on temporary con-
tracts (OECD, 2021). 

The academic, public, and political 
dis course about the working conditions 
in academia and the situation of the mid- 
level staff is a perennial issue. Precarious 
wor king conditions have been critically 
dis cus sed for over 60 years in Switzerland 
(Hirschi, 2021) and are also heavily contes-
ted in the German-speaking neighboring 
countries (Baranyi & Sill, 2021; Johann, 
2019; Menke & Niemann-Lenz, 2020; 
Wirth, Matthes, Mögerle, & Prommer, 
2005). While some measures have been 
ta ken to tackle the issue, including in-
creasing the number of tenure-track assis-
tant pro fessorships, a recent study by the 
Swiss Na tional Science Foundation (SNSF) 
survey ing young and emerging scholars 
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in Switzerland across disciplines revealed 
that job security is a major issue with 
which a high number of the respondents 
are dissatisfied (Legner, Pekari, & Cohen, 
2022). Other reports, studies, position pa-
pers, and initiatives have been published, 
and all tend to agree on one point: The 
current conditions of young and emerg-
ing scholars are dysfunctional and need 
to be fundamentally restructured (Action-
uni, 2017; Bahr, Eichhorn, & Kubon, 2022; 
Hildebrand, 2018; Nauer, 2022; Petition 
Academia, 2020; Schmidlin, Bühlmann, & 
Muharremi, 2020). One of the most recur-
rent and fundamental changes proposed 
by the reports and studies is the creation of 
more permanent positions, including cre-
ating more of the so-called “third space”1 
positions, i. e., lecturers, data stewards, or 
research managers (Bahr et al., 2022; Nau-
er, 2022; Petition Academia, 2020). 

Like in Switzerland, the academic and 
public debate surrounding the precarious 
situation of young and emerging schol-
ars has recently become more intense in 
Austria and Germany. The amendments 
of the German and Austrian higher edu-
cation laws have caused furious reactions 
and led to ongoing protests of scientists 
across German-speaking countries (and 
beyond), pledging for an improvement 
in working conditions using the hashtag 
#IchBinHanna since mid-2021 (Bahr, 
Blume, Eichhorn, & Kubon, 2021; Bara-
nyi & Sill, 2021; Siegrist, 2022).2 According-
ly, both the German and the Austrian 

1 Jobs in higher education institutions have 
traditionally been viewed in binary terms – 
an academic domain and an administrative 
or management domain. The term “third 
space” describes positions located between 
both domains (Whitchurch, 2008).

2 In a video by the German Federal Ministry 
of Education and Research that was subse-
quently deleted, a fictitious character called 
Hanna embodied a prototypical mid-level 
researcher. The video attempted to explain, 
from the ministry’s perspective, that without 
the amendment of the university law (Wiss-
ZeitVG), doctoral and postdoctoral resear-
chers would “clog the system” and argued 
that the constant turnover of researchers 
was necessary for innovation in academia 
(Bahr et al., 2021, p. 1114). 

high er education law failed to achieve the 
claimed advantages (Bahr et al., 2021; Ba-
ranyi & Sill, 2021) and were labeled “toxic 
for academia” and “detrimental to society” 
by initiators of #IchBinHanna (Bahr et al., 
2021, p. 1114).

In communication and media re-
search, a discipline anchored at relatively 
few Swiss higher education institutions,3 
the number of permanent positions is 
even more limited compared to larger dis-
ciplines. Although the public and scientific 
debate about the poor working conditions 
of mid-level researchers has increased 
(Bira, Evans, & Vanderford, 2019; Eisenach, 
2022; Siegrist, 2022), we believe we are far 
from solving the problem. Most impor-
tantly, it has not yet been sufficiently dis-
cussed how to provide more permanent 
academic positions in Switzerland.

For this reason, we dedicated a panel 
discussion on creating permanent posi-
tions at Swiss universities during the an-
nual conference of the Swiss Association 
of Communication and Media Research 
(SACM) in April 2022 bringing together 
representatives of key actors in the Swiss 
scientific system.4

The five discussants included Dr. Julia 
Cahenzli Jenkins from the SNSF which 
plays a vital role in funding research and 
shaping research conditions of scientists 
at Swiss higher education institutions. 
She was joined by Prof. Dr. Hans-Johann 
Glock, full professor and chair of theoret-
ical philosophy at the University of Zurich. 
He has worked in the academic systems 
of Switzerland, Germany, Canada, and 
the United Kingdom for over 30 years and 
has gathered experience as a mid-level re-
searcher, lecturer, reader, and professor. 
Glock has also been engaged in the debate 
about precarious working conditions for 
years (Glock et al., n. d.). Dr. Heinz Nauer, 

3 For an overview, see the “KMW-Atlas” cre-
ated by the SACM: https://sgkm.ch/en/
about-us/kmw-atlas.

4 The panel discussion was organized by the 
four authors of this report. Sarah Marschlich 
is a member of the SACM’s board of adminis-
tration, serving as a representative of junior 
scholars, and Silke Fürst is a member of the 
executive board of the SACM.
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scientific editor at the Swiss Academy of 
Hu manities and Social Sciences (SAGW), 
has authored several articles and papers 
di scussing the current conditions of young 
and emerging scholars in Switzerland  
(e. g., Nauer, 2022). Prof. Dr. Colin Porlez za, 
senior assistant professor of digital jour-
n alism at the Università della Svizzera 
ita liana (USI), Lugano, has experienced 
dif ferent systems as a postdoc, lecturer, 
and assistant professor and was formerly 
an SACM spokesperson for young resear-
chers. Hannah Schoch, co-president of the 
Association of Junior Researchers of the 
University of Zurich (VAUZ) and member 
of the collective Petition Academia, com-
pleted the round. 

In addition to the discussion, prelimi-
nary results of a study analyzing the work-
ing conditions of mid-level communica-
tion and media scholars in Switzerland, 
sup ported by the SACM and SAGW, were 
pre sented in three short input presenta-
tions by the organizers. The study entailed 
focus group discussions with 22 mid-level 
com munication researchers employed at 
research universities and universities of 
ap plied sciences in the French, Italian, and 
German-speaking parts of Switzerland.

2 Need for action

The preliminary results of the focus group 
discussions indicate system-inherent fea-
tures in addition to individual, chair-, and 
institution-specific factors related to the 
dissatisfaction with working conditions 
among many mid-level researchers in 
com munication and media sciences. The 
stu dy shows that many young and emerg-
ing scholars in Swiss communication and 
media research departments, particularly 
post doctoral researchers, are dissatisfied 
with their current working conditions and 
are getting even more deeply concerned 
du ring their careers. 

In line with previous findings (e. g., 
Castellacci & Viñas-Bardolet, 2021; Lesen-
er & Gusy, 2017; Siegrist, 2022), we found 
three main causes of dissatisfaction with 
the working conditions, resulting in many 
scholars considering leaving Switzerland 

or the academic system: Firstly, the high 
workload that causes a poor work-life 
balance; secondly, the expectation of in-
creased mobility, which comes at the ex-
pense of maintaining acquaintances, 
friendships, love relationships, and fam-
ily planning; and thirdly, the fixed-term 
contracts. The participants in the focus 
groups described fixed-term contracts as 
the origin of many problems because they 
increase the individuals’ feelings of stress 
and insecurity and other mental health 
is sues related to unpredictability and 
percei ved job insecurity. Our study further 
in dicates that temporary contracts in the 
postdoctoral phase promote uncertainty 
and competitiveness, restrict academics 
in their future planning, encourage unpaid 
overtime, and often lead to involunta ry 
mobility. 

After having presented these prelimi-
nary results, we opened the panel discus-
sion and asked the panelists to share their 
thoughts concerning the status quo of the 
working conditions of young academics in 
Switzerland. All panelists raised concerns 
about the current working conditions of 
mid-level staff. While the high workload 
and expected mobility were not consid-
ered equally problematic by all panelists, 
all agreed that the uncertainty caused by 
fixed-term contracts is the most significant 
issue. Schoch and Porlezza pointed out 
that the issue of mental health is closely 
linked to the precariousness of academic 
working conditions but has not yet gained 
sufficient attention in academic, politi-
cal, or public debates. Porlezza argued, 
“in general, we can say that the awareness 
of the problem of the precarious working 
conditions of academic mid-level staff 
has increased, even outside the academic 
system. The awareness has risen in the po-
litical arena. While in the public discourse 
individual issues have become more 
prominent, such as competitiveness and 
abuse of power, other relevant problems 
have been stigmatized and talked down, 
such as mental health – but these prob-
lems are systemic, even if they are not pre-
sented in this way.”

Porlezza’s claim is in line with recent 
studies in higher education research, psy-
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chology, physiology, and communication 
and media research (e. g., Bira et al., 2019; 
Evans, Bira, Gastelum, Weiss, & Vander-
ford, 2018; Hanitzsch, Markiewitz, Fröbel, 
Langecker, & Bødker, 2022). The uncer-
tainty concerning the personal and pro-
fessional future in combination with the 
high-performance pressure threaten ac-
ademics’ mental health (Bira et al., 2019; 
Hanitzsch et al., 2022; Lesener & Gusy, 
2017; Siegrist, 2022). Additionally, other 
scholars showed that researchers with per-
manent contracts are more satisfied with 
their jobs than those employed temporari-
ly (Castellacci & Viñas-Bardolet, 2021). 

While agreeing that the high expecta-
tions regarding mobility and workload are 
indeed problematic, Glock emphasized 
that they are somehow inherent to the sys-
tem. Concepts such as “work-life balance” 
and “diversity” did not play any role up un-
til recently, Glock argued, and the expect-
ed mobility has always been part of the 
“aca demic game.” Glock observed some 
pro gress in terms of hierarchies, which are 
now not as pronounced as they used to be 
in the past. In his view, the most pivotal 
task today is to create more permanent po-
si t ions. As the discussion progressed, the 
panel guests discussed the role of compe-
tition among scientists and its implication 
on an individual and academic system 
level. While a danger to mental health, 
a certain level of competitiveness in the 
academic system could also be consid-
ered a driving force for scientific progress,  
Cahenzli Jenkins argued. According to 
her, the SNSF considers competition and 
a cer tain level of change – including fixed-
term contracts – as essential elements of 
excellent research and innovation. In con-
trast, Schoch argued that the high level of 
com petition among young and emerging 
re searchers and feelings of uncertainty 
due to non-permanent contracts weaken 
Switzer land as an attractive research lo-
cation and reduce the effectiveness of the 
entire higher education system. According 
to Schoch, the most competent and high-
ly qualified individuals who initially were 
(and ideally still are) highly intrinsically 
mo tivated may increasingly leave Swiss 
aca de mia disillusioned because they can-

not thrive in a system that encourages suf-
fering from mental stress.

3 Responsible actors and  
oppor tu nities for improvement

After having discussed the status quo and 
the consequences of non-permanent em-
ployment of young and emerging scholars, 
we talked about who would be in char ge 
of changing something and what can or 
should be done to improve the status quo. 

The five panelists agreed that we could 
find useful approaches to improve the sta-
tus quo in Switzerland by looking at other 
European countries, including the Unit-
ed Kingdom (UK). However, Switzerland 
can provide good examples of sustainably 
creating more permanent positions. With-
in the Swiss system, the hiring practices 
of some universities of applied sciences 
were highlighted by several panelists as an 
ideal: Even when employed for SNSF pro-
jects, most mid-level researchers at Swiss 
universities of applied sciences get per-
manent positions that come with a signifi-
cantly higher teaching load compared to 
research universities.

Porlezza and Glock have both worked 
for a longer period in the UK and reflect-
ed on the main differences between the 
British university system and the Swiss 
academic system with its very high share 
of non-permanent positions. Why is the 
share of British mid-level staff without 
permanent positions significantly smaller 
than in Switzerland? Doctoral candidates 
in the UK are supposed to mainly focus 
on their dissertation rather than being a 
research and teaching assistant, as is often 
the case in Switzerland. The doctorate is 
considered the highest academic degree 
in the UK. Academic employment after 
the doctorate is often based on perma-
nent contracts (HESA, 2022). There is no 
equi valent in the Swiss system for these 
per manent positions, such as research 
asso cia tes, research fellows, lecturers, se-
nior lec turers, and readers. Hence, the 
British sy stem offers more permanent po-
sitions, which decreases the perceived job 
insecurity of mid-level staff at an earlier 
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stage. However, as Porlezza asserted, the 
British sys tem currently faces more chal-
lenges than in the past, as the number of 
tempora ry or part-time teaching jobs has 
also increa sed. Although the British aca-
demic sys tem can serve as a role model for 
Switzer land in many regards, the discus-
sants agreed that it also has disadvantages, 
such as high competitiveness regarding 
doctoral positions. 

The focus group discussants and the 
panelists widely agreed that, in the Swiss 
system, one of the aspects perceived as 
most problematic is the lack of choice be-
tween different career paths after achiev-
ing the doctoral degree. The professor-
ship often seems to be the only option 
for young and emerging scientists. In the 
focus groups, it was often described as 
an “academic one-way street” that many 
participants only pursue due to a lack of 
alternatives. However, professorships are 
rare in Switzerland and German-speaking 
countries, thus intensifying the pressure to 
work hard with existential concerns about 
the future. So, which actors are responsi-
ble for substantially improving the situa-
tion? According to the panelists, univer-
sities have various possibilities for action 
that they should take: Nauer advocated for 
a stronger promotion of alternative career 
paths after the doctorate other than pro-
fessorships, e. g., permanent positions in 
the third space. Porlezza stressed the im-
portance of flattening hierarchies within 
the system and shifting the possibility for 
tenure-track positions to an earlier career 
stage. 

The panelists agreed that both the uni-
versities and the political system have op-
portunities and responsibilities for action. 
Schoch highlighted that the academic sys-
tem will not renew from within because 
higher education institutions are not inno-
vative in terms of their own structures. 
They typically do not proactively engage 
in developing and implementing concepts 
for sustainable personnel development 
(Bahr et al., 2022, p. 98). Rather, political 
and public pressure, as well as incentives 
set by the federal parliament, are needed 
to drive reforms forward. Adjusting the al-
lo cation formula by raising basic public 

funding at the expense of project- and per-
formance-based funding could indirectly 
increase the number of permanent posi-
tions, as Nauer noted. However, he finds 
it problematic that federal politicians tend 
to move the responsibility to the cantons, 
thus complicating regulatory actions.

To ensure intergenerational justice of 
academics, Glock suggested the creation 
of new permanent positions with new 
job profiles rather than extending current  
fi xed -term contracts of existing positions. 
Ac cording to Glock, the latter would make 
it significantly more competitive and chal-
lenging for the next generation to find em-
ployment.

Another challenge lies in the ambigu-
ous responsibilities and diversity of actors 
involved, e. g., the Swiss federal govern-
ment, the cantons, the universities, and 
academic organizations, such as the SNSF. 
This complex constellation of responsi-
bilities, in turn, decreases the pressure on 
each individual actor involved and opens 
the door to “passing the buck” to other ac-
tors, which thus maintains the status quo 
(Bahr et al., 2022, pp. 107–108). Cahenzli 
Jenkins emphasized that the SNSF – one 
of the most influential academic organi-
zations and most important sources of 
funding for research in Switzerland – does 
not oblige universities to employ their 
researchers in fixed-term contracts. She 
underlined that it is the universities them-
selves, not the SNSF, which employ pre- 
and post-doc researchers for SNSF-fund-
ed projects and decide on the terms and 
conditions of their contracts. For instance, 
universities of applied sciences increas-
ingly employ doc toral and postdoctoral 
researchers on permanent contracts even 
though the SNSF- funded projects in which 
they work are temporarily restricted. The 
role of the SNSF, in Cahenzli Jenkins’ eyes, 
is two-fold: 1) funding of research proj-
ects in which the universities themselves 
can determine the contracts of employ-
ment and 2) the promotion of excellent 
researchers, especially women. In addi-
tion, Cahenzli Jenkins considered poli-
cymakers to be responsible for reforms 
and for strengthening Switzerland as an 
attractive and innovative place for sci-
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ence and researchers. In contrast, Schoch 
argued that the SNSF should play a more 
active role in improving the working con-
ditions of young scholars. It should clear-
ly and publicly express its support for the 
creation of permanent positions and send 
strong signals to universities and po li tical 
actors, e. g., by creating funding guide lines 
that oblige universities to create a certain 
amount of permanent jobs when receiving 
funding.

4 Concluding remarks

The discussion revealed good reasons for 
es tablishing more permanent positions 
and for inducing a systemic change – most 
no tably to fight young researchers’ preca-
rious working conditions and insecure 
fu ture prospects and to ensure that the 
Swiss university system promotes thor-
ough and innovative research and at-
tracts high-quality researchers. For now, 
fi xed-term contracts are still the norm. In 
communication and media sciences – a 
di scipline anchored at relatively few Swiss 
universities – the number of permanent 
positions is even more limited than in 
other fields. Even though the public and 
scientific debate about the poor working 
conditions of mid-level researchers has 
markedly increased during the past years 
(Bira et al., 2019; Siegrist, 2022), Schoch 
highlighted that there is still a long way 
to go to solve system-inherent problems. 
After decades of criticism, many discus-
sions still revolve around the key problems 
themselves and who to hold accountable 
rather than discussing alternatives and 
solutions – most importantly, how to cre-
ate more permanent positions and new 
types of academic positions at the postdoc 
level in Switzerland. 

Glock reminded us that the arguments 
for creating more permanent posi tions 
need to appeal to those with the deci sion-
ma king power. Dissatisfaction, dis tress, 
and men tal suffering of young researchers 
re sulting from precarious working condi-
tions and job insecurity may not be cru-
cial points addressing the specific logic of 
decision-makers. Rather, we particularly 

need to point out that the current condi-
tions of the Swiss higher education system 
lead to 1) many researchers undergoing an 
extensive and very specific training that 
is eventually cut off from its utilization. 
Schoch highlighted that this is a “waste of 
public resources” that would not be possi-
ble in the corporate sector; 2) competitive 
disadvantages for the Swiss higher edu-
cation system with many highly qualified 
researchers leaving Swiss academia for 
attractive and secure jobs in the corporate 
sector or at universities in other countries; 
3) a decline in the quality and innovative-
ness of Swiss research because the daily 
working routines of young researchers are 
often not characterized by thorough elabo-
rations and investigations of new ideas and 
concepts but rather by hecticness, stress, 
adaptations to mainstream research, and 
striving for the highest possible output to 
get the next (temporary) position (Bahr 
et al., 2022, pp. 106–108, p. 118; Nauer, 
2022). Overall, we need to point out such 
arguments to emphasize that the current 
conditions are not beneficial for doctoral 
candidates, postdoctoral researchers, the 
scientific system, or society at large.

Most recently, in June 2022, a motion 
for equal opportunities and the promo-
tion of young academics was adopted in 
the National Council. It mandates that the 
Federal Council investigates the precari-
ous working conditions at Swiss univer-
sities and creates more stable positions 
for postdocs. This is a slight progress with 
de cision-makers becoming more aware 
of the problem and addressing it. How-
ever, poli tical decision-making processes 
are time- consuming, and it will take more 
time for young and emerging scholars to 
en counter satisfactory and sustainable so-
lutions. Schoch noticed that the most sig-
nificant recent achievement is the growing 
awareness of the problem and the demise 
of voices arguing that nothing needs to 
be done. Hence, it is crucial to continue 
discussing the issue and advocating for 
improved conditions. Every single one of 
us can raise awareness in his or her envi-
ronment regarding basic problems in the 
academic system for mid-level staff and 
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the profound implications of short-term 
con tracts on science and society.

Acknowledgement

The presented results of the focus group 
discussions are part of the study “Bestands -
aufnahme, aktuelle berufliche Situation 
und Debatten des akademischen Mittel-
baus der Kommunikations- und Medien-
wissenschaft in der Schweiz”. This study 
was funded by the Swiss Association of 
Communication and Media Research 
(SACM) and the Swiss Academy of Huma-
nities and Social Sciences (SAGW). The 
authors would like to thank the SACM and 
SAGW for supporting this study.

References

Actionuni. (2017). Paper for the valorisation 
of Swiss non-professorial academic staff. 
Retrieved from http://www.actionuni.ch/
wp-content/uploads/2019/02/PP_DEU_
V1.pdf

Bahr, A., Blume, C., Eichhorn, K., & Kubon, S. 
(2021). With #IchBinHanna, German ac-
ademia protests against a law that forces 
researchers out. Nature Human Behaviour, 
5(9), 1114–1115. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41562-021-01178-6

Bahr, A., Eichhorn, K., & Kubon, S. (2022). 
#IchBinHanna: Prekäre Wissenschaft in 
Deutschland [#IamHanna: Precarious 
science in Germany]. Berlin, Germany: 
Suhrkamp.

Baranyi, F., & Sill, T. (2021, January 15). Begut-
achtungsfrist endet: Unireform erntet Kri-
tik von allen Seiten [Review period ends: 
University reform earns criticism from all 
sides]. ORF. Retrieved from https://orf.at/
stories/3196994/

Bira, L., Evans, T., & Vanderford, N. (2019). Men-
tal health in academia: An invisible crisis. 
Physiology News, 115, 32–35. https://doi.
org/10.36866/pn.115.32

Castellacci, F., & Viñas-Bardolet, C. (2021). Per-
manent contracts and job satisfaction in 
academia: Evidence from European coun-
tries. Studies in Higher Education, 46(9), 

1866–1880. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075
079.2019.1711041

Eisenach, C. (2022, October 17). Erfolgsquote: 
1 Prozent [Success rate: 1 percent]. Repub-
lik. Retrieved from https://www.republik.
ch/2022/10/17/erfolgsquote-1-prozent

Evans, T. M., Bira, L., Gastelum, J. B., 
Weiss, L. T., & Vanderford, N. L. (2018). 
Evidence for a mental health crisis in 
graduate education. Nature Biotechnology, 
36(3), 282–284. https://doi.org/10.1038/
nbt.4089

Glock, H.-J., Grundmann, T., Jaeggi, R., Menke, 
C., Müller, J. M., Perler, D., … Tiefensee, C. 
(n. d.). Nachhaltige Nachwuchsförderung: 
Vorschläge zu einer Strukturreform an In-
stituten für Philosophie. Ein gemeinsames 
Positionspapier der Deutschen Gesellschaft 
für Philosophie und der Gesellschaft für 
Analytische Philosophie [Sustainable pro-
motion of young academics: Proposals for 
a structural reform at philosophy insti-
tutes. A joint position paper of the German 
Society for Philosophy and the Society 
for Analytic Philosophy]. Retrieved from 
https://www.gap-im-netz.de/images/gap/
Nachhaltige%20Nachwuchsfoerderung.
pdf

Hanitzsch, T., Markiewitz, A., Fröbel, L., 
Langecker, L., & Bødker, H. (2022, Octo-
ber). Mapping the state of mental health of 
media and communication scholars. Paper 
presented at the 9th European Communi-
cation Conference, Aarhus, Denmark.

HESA. (2022). Higher education staff statistics: 
UK, 2020/21. Retrieved from https://www.
hesa.ac.uk/news/01-02-2022/sb261-high-
er-education-staff-statistics

Hildebrand, D. T. (2018). Next Generation: Für 
eine wirksame Nachwuchsförderung [Next 
generation: For an effective promotion of 
young researchers]. Swiss Academies Re-
ports, 15(3), 1–73. https://doi.org/10.5281/
zenodo.1216424

Hirschi, C. (2021, June 11). Die alten Leiden der 
jungen Forscher [The old woes of young 
researchers]. NZZ am Sonntag, p. 16.

Johann, M. (2019). Zwischen innerer Berufung 
und äußeren Widerständen: Wissenschaft 
als Beruf [Between inner calling and outer 
resistance: Science as a profession]. Avi-
so, 2019(69), 3. Retrieved from https://

http://www.actionuni.ch/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/PP_DEU_V1.pdf
http://www.actionuni.ch/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/PP_DEU_V1.pdf
http://www.actionuni.ch/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/PP_DEU_V1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01178-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01178-6
https://orf.at/stories/3196994/
https://orf.at/stories/3196994/
https://doi.org/10.36866/pn.115.32
https://doi.org/10.36866/pn.115.32
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1711041
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1711041
https://www.republik.ch/2022/10/17/erfolgsquote-1-prozent
https://www.republik.ch/2022/10/17/erfolgsquote-1-prozent
https://doi.org/10.1038/nbt.4089
https://doi.org/10.1038/nbt.4089
https://www.gap-im-netz.de/images/gap/Nachhaltige%20Nachwuchsfoerderung.pdf
https://www.gap-im-netz.de/images/gap/Nachhaltige%20Nachwuchsfoerderung.pdf
https://www.gap-im-netz.de/images/gap/Nachhaltige%20Nachwuchsfoerderung.pdf
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/01-02-2022/sb261-higher-education-staff-statistics
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/01-02-2022/sb261-higher-education-staff-statistics
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/01-02-2022/sb261-higher-education-staff-statistics
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1216424
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1216424
https://www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/Aviso_69_02-2019_0.pdf


582 Ryffel et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.3 (2022), pp. 575–582

www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/Avi-
so_69_02-2019_0.pdf

Legner, V., Pekari, N., & Cohen, M. (2022). SNSF 
early career researcher survey. Survey 
report. Retrieved from https://www.snf.
ch/media/de/dUHc9D1PqYBUbJv8/
Report_Early_Career_Researcher_Sur-
vey_FORS.pdf

Lesener, T., & Gusy, B. (2017). Arbeitsbelastun-
gen, Ressourcen und Gesundheit im Mittel-
bau. Ein systematisches Review zum Ge-
sundheitsstatus der wissenschaftlich und 
künstlerisch Beschäftigten an staatlichen 
Hochschulen in Deutschland [Workloads, 
resources and health in mid-level faculty. 
A systematic review on the health status of 
academic and artistic employees at uni-
versities in Germany]. Frankfurt am Main, 
Germany: Gewerkschaft Erziehung und 
Wissenschaft.

Menke, M., & Niemann-Lenz, J. (2020). Der 
Umgang mit dem Nachwuchs: Befristet 
Arbeiten in der Kommunikationswissen-
schaft [Dealing with the next generation: 
Temporary work in communication sci-
ence]. Aviso, 2020(70), 2–5. Retrieved from 
https://www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/
Aviso_70_01-2020_0.pdf

Nauer, H. (2022, September 29). Das Bild der 
Exzellenz hängt schief in der Akademie 
[The picture is crooked in the academy]. 
Retrieved from https://www.sagw.ch/
sagw/aktuell/blog/details/news/das-bild-
der-exzellenz-haengt-schief-in-der-akad-
emie

OECD. (2021). Reducing the precarity of ac-
ademic research careers. OECD Science, 
Technology and Industry Policy Papers, 
113. https://doi.org/10.1787/0f8bd468-en

Petition Academia. (2020). Petition to the Fed-
eral Assembly. For more permanent jobs 
in academia: Better research, teaching 
and working conditions. Retrieved from 
https://campaign.petition-academia.ch/
text-de-fr-it-en/

Schmidlin, S., Bühlmann, E., & Muharremi, F. 
(2020). Next Generation und Third Space: 
Neue Karriereprofile im Wissenschafts-
system. Studie im Auftrag der Schweizeri-
schen Akademie der Geistes- und Sozial-
wissenschaften [Next generation and third 
space: new career profiles in the science 
system. Study commissioned by the Swiss 
Academy of Humanities and Social Scienc-
es]. Swiss Academies Reports, 15(3), 1–64. 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3923494

Siegrist, J. (2022). Leiden unter Leistungs-
druck? Arbeit und Gesundheit beim aka-
demischen Nachwuchs [Suffering under 
performance pressure? Work and health 
among young academics]. Forschung und 
Lehre, 22(3), 208–209.

Whitchurch, C. (2008). Shifting identities and 
blurring boundaries: The emergence of 
third space professionals in UK higher 
education. Higher Education Quarterly, 
62(4), 377–396. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1468-2273.2008.00387.x

Wirth, W., Matthes, J., Mögerle, U., & Prommer, 
E. (2005). Traumberuf oder Verlegen-
heitslösung? Einstiegsmotivation und 
Arbeitssituation des wissenschaftlichen 
Nachwuchses in Kommunikationswissen-
schaft und Medienwissenschaft [Dream 
job or stopgap? Motivation and job situa-
tion of young scholars in communication 
and media research]. Publizistik, 50(3), 
320–343. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-
005-0135-3

Wirth, W., Stämpfli, I., Böcking, S., & Matthes, 
J. (2008). Führen viele Wege nach Rom? 
Berufssituation und Karrierestrategien 
des promovierten wissenschaftlichen 
Nachwuchses in der Kommunikations- 
und Medienwissenschaft [Are many paths 
leading to Rome? Professional situation 
and career strategies of post-doc scholars 
in communication and media studies]. 
Publizistik, 53(1), 85–113. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11616-008-0007-8

https://www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/Aviso_69_02-2019_0.pdf
https://www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/Aviso_69_02-2019_0.pdf
https://www.snf.ch/media/de/dUHc9D1PqYBUbJv8/Report_Early_Career_Researcher_Survey_FORS.pdf
https://www.snf.ch/media/de/dUHc9D1PqYBUbJv8/Report_Early_Career_Researcher_Survey_FORS.pdf
https://www.snf.ch/media/de/dUHc9D1PqYBUbJv8/Report_Early_Career_Researcher_Survey_FORS.pdf
https://www.snf.ch/media/de/dUHc9D1PqYBUbJv8/Report_Early_Career_Researcher_Survey_FORS.pdf
https://www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/Aviso_70_01-2020_0.pdf
https://www.dgpuk.de/sites/default/files/Aviso_70_01-2020_0.pdf
https://www.sagw.ch/sagw/aktuell/blog/details/news/das-bild-der-exzellenz-haengt-schief-in-der-akademie
https://www.sagw.ch/sagw/aktuell/blog/details/news/das-bild-der-exzellenz-haengt-schief-in-der-akademie
https://www.sagw.ch/sagw/aktuell/blog/details/news/das-bild-der-exzellenz-haengt-schief-in-der-akademie
https://www.sagw.ch/sagw/aktuell/blog/details/news/das-bild-der-exzellenz-haengt-schief-in-der-akademie
https://doi.org/10.1787/0f8bd468-en
https://campaign.petition-academia.ch/text-de-fr-it-en/
https://campaign.petition-academia.ch/text-de-fr-it-en/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3923494
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2273.2008.00387.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2273.2008.00387.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-005-0135-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-005-0135-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-008-0007-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-008-0007-8


SComS
Reviews  
and Reports
Volume 22 (2022), Issue 3





Studies in Communication Sciences 22.3 (2022), pp. 585–586

Enrico Morresi. L’autodisciplina della professione giornalistica in 
Svizzera (1972–2022). La prassi del Consiglio svizzero della stampa. 
Muzzano: Corriere del Ticino editore, 2022, pp. 131.  
ISBN 978-88-941090-8-5.

Roger Blum, University of Bern, Institute of Communication and Media Studies, Switzerland  
mail@roger-blum.ch

https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2022.03.3991
© 2022, the author. This work is licensed under the “Creative Commons Attribution – 
NonCommercial – NoDerivatives 4.0 International” license (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).

Enrico Morresi ist ein Praktiker, der im  
ho hen Alter noch den Master in an ge
wand ter Ethik erworben hat. Er hätte 
ger ne an einer Hochschule Medienethik 
un  ter  rich tet, er hielt aber nie einen Lehr
auf trag. Umso grös ser war seine Ge nug
tuung, als ihm 2020 der Preis der Stiftung 
Dr. J. E. Branden berger für seine Ver dienste 
um die Medienethik verliehen wur de. Die 
Universitäten kritisiert er als ab gehoben, 
nicht bereit zum moralischen Diskurs. 
Morresi und die Universität – das war stets 
ein Missverhältnis und Missverständ nis. 
Denn der Tessiner hat mit seinen bei
den Büchern zur Medien ethik, mit sei
ner Geschichte des Journalismus in der 
italienischen Schweiz und mit dem hier 
zu besprechenden Werk über die Spruch
praxis des Schweizer Presserates durchaus 
wissen schaftlich gearbeitet.

Im Fokus seines neuesten Buches 
ste hen der Schweizer Presserat sowie 
der Jour nalis musKodex, auf den sich 
der Pres se rat bei seinen Erwägungen ab
stützt. Bisher hat sich die wissenschaftli
che Litera tur, in der der Schweizer Pres
serat eine Rolle spielt, vor allem auf die 
Funktionen (Blum, 1998), die Strukturen 
(Blum & Prinzing, 2010; Blum & Prinzing, 
2020), die Arbeitsweise (Blum, 2000), die 
Akzeptanz (Prinzing & Blum 2015; Wyss, 
2007) und den internationalen Vergleich 
(Blum, 2012; Puppis, 2009) konzentriert, 
nur wenig auf die Spruchpraxis. Das holt 
Morresi nun nach. Und während sich der 
praktische Ratgeber für Journalistinnen 
und Journalisten (Studer & Künzi, 2011) 
auf die gros sen Linien stützt, zieht Morresi 
rund 300 Fälle bei. Er ordnet die Fälle ent
lang den elf PflichtZiffern des berufsethi
schen Kodex (1: Wahrheitspflicht, 2: Infor
mations, Kommentar und Kritikfreiheit, 

3: Quellengerechtigkeit, 4: Verzicht auf un
lautere Methoden, 5: Berichtigungspflicht, 
6: Redaktionsgeheimnis, 7: Respektierung 
der Privatsphäre, 8: Diskriminierungs
verbot, 9: Korruptionsverbot, 10: Abstand 
von der Werbung, 11: Journalistische Wei
sungen nur von Berufskolleg:innen) und 
fasst die wichtigsten und interessantesten 
aus der Gesamtmenge von gegen 1600 
Stellung nahmen zusammen.

Es gelingt ihm, dass Wesentliche der 
PresseratsBefunde auszudrücken, manch
mal sogar in einem einzigen Satz. So erhal
ten die Leserinnen und Leser ein präzises 
Bild davon, wie der Schweizer Presserat die 
Medienethik umsetzt.

Der Schweizer JournalismusKodex, 
die «Erklärung der Pflichten und Rechte 
der Journalistinnen und Journalisten», ist 
zum Zeitpunkt, als Morresis Buch heraus
kam, just 50 Jahre alt geworden. Der Autor 
begründet philosophischtheoretisch un
ter Bezug auf Luhmann (1996), Habermas 
(1990; 1992), Hallin und Mancini (2004) 
und anderen die Notwendigkeit medien
ethischer Kodizes im Journalismus. Er 
zeich net die Entstehungsgeschichte des 
Schwei zer Kodex nach, der sich 1972 auf 
den europäischen Kodex von Bordeaux 
(1954) und jenen von München (1971) 
stützte. Alle diese Kodizes gibt er im An
hang im Wortlaut wieder, auch die aktua
lisierte Fassung des Schweizer Kodex von 
2021 (samt den dazugehörigen Richtlinien 
und dem Reglement des Presserates).

Die Genese des Schweizer Pressera
tes unterscheidet sich ja von manchen 
Selbstregulierungsorganen in anderen 
Ländern, wie Morresi aufzeigt: Das Gremi
um entstand 1977 als Organ des grössten 
journalistischen Verbandes (heute: im
pressum) – gegen den Willen der Verleger 
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und unter deren Protest. 1999 bildeten vier 
journalistische Organisationen (neben 
im pressum auch die Gewerkschaften SSM 
und syndicom sowie die Konferenz der 
Chef redaktor/innen) die Stiftung Schwei
zer Presserat, 2008 traten der Stiftung auch 
die Verleger und die SRG bei. Morresi war 
da durchaus involviert: als Mitglied des 
Pres se rates von 1984 bis 1999 und als Prä
sident der Stiftung von 1999 bis 2011. Das 
Buch, das er nun vorlegt, bereichert die 
Li te ratur über die journalistische Selbstre
gulierung in der Schweiz und dokumen
tiert die Spruchpraxis des Presserates, die 
sich durch eine bemerkenswerte Konstanz 
auszeichnet. Leider enthält das Buch viele 
Fehler bei den Literaturangaben, einzelne 
auch bei Namen.
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