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ANZCA Editorial 
Ziying Meng, Wendi Li, Guy Webster & Yuzheng Li  

– University of Melbourne 
platformjmc@gmail.com 

We are delighted to welcome you to this special issue of Platform: Journal of Media and Communication; a 
collaboration with the Australian and New Zealand Communication Association (ANZCA). The special 
edition showcases a selection of outstanding work by graduate students and early-career researchers 
presented at the 2021 ANZCA conference and hosted by the University of Melbourne. 

The theme for the 2021 ANZCA conference was ‘Communication, Authority and Power’. 
Researchers were invited to consider how various forms, institutions and practices of communication are 
involved in, and affected by, systems of authority and power. How can we understand the function of 
communication in the construction and maintenance of power? How has this function and its effects 
changed overtime? What problems arise in using practices of communications to oppose or construct 
power dynamics? Our special issue includes five articles that explore these questions from a diverse range 
of perspectives and fields. Together, they examine how forms, institutions and practices of 
communication exercise power, challenge existing authorities, and reconfigure power relations. 

The issue opens with an examination of civic power in a local community’s practices of 
communication. In their article, “Communicating as Community: Examining power and authority in 
community-focused environmental communication through participatory action research in the 
Ourimbah Creek Valley”, Chloe Killen and her team reflect on their efforts to raise environmental 
awareness in the community in the Ourimbah Creek Valley on the Central Coast of New South Wales. 
Their project engages with key concepts rooted in Indigenous knowledges, employing a research 
methodology that reframes participants from “subjects” to co-researchers. The paper argues that the 
making of meaning is a powerful creative act that occurs within social and cultural contexts. These 
contexts, they propose, exist in a multi-directional flow, or as an assemblage of interconnected 
relationships within a system of communication. What Killen and her team propose is a method of 
fostering ecological awareness that understands, and attempts to mobilise, these relationships. 

Continuing this focus on civic power, Caitlin Adams’ exploratory paper, “It’s so bad it has to be 
real: Mimic Vlogs and the Use of User-Generated Formats for Storytelling”, considers the character of 
communication in individualised digital interactions. Adams examines a vlog format she names as “mimic 
vlogs”. Using primary data from a selection of YouTube viewers, Adams investigates the methods 
audience members use to identify the authenticity of video content. Adams’ results illustrate the ways in 
which audiences “read” texts in different ways to better understand how contemporary audiences remain 
vulnerable to replica content online, in part, because of the ways in which such content performs 
authenticity. 

In Amy Brierley’s article, “Communicating Love: Dialogue Icons, Control and Diminishing Social 
Complexity in Cyberpunk 2077”, we consider another digital interaction with a close-reading of CD 
Projekt Red’s 2020 game Cyberpunk 2077. Brierley analyses dialogue icons - including pictures, symbols 
or images - to evaluate the covert power dynamic of ludic communication in online game design. Her 
paper finds that dialogue icons diminish the game’s ability to represent the complexities of romantic 
intercourse and eradicate the possibility of unplanned queer in-game encounters. 

The covert influences of various forms of media communication is similarly central to Muhammad 
Asim Imran’s paper, “News values, older people and journalistic practices in Australia and Malaysia”. By 
analysing 99 news articles from 8 mainstream Australian newspapers and 5 English-language Malaysian 
newspapers, Imran draws on Fairclough’s three-dimensional critical discourse analysis and Caple and 
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Bednarek’s discursive news values to explore journalistic practices that implicitly prioritise different actors 
in news stories. The paper finds that references to elite persons remains a uniform news value in both 
Australian and Malaysian newspapers. As a result, it speaks to the role of journalists in reflecting and 
reinforcing the status quo. 

The final article in the issue addresses social media surveillance. In their piece, “The TraceTogether 
matrix has you – surveillance, rationalisation and tactics of governance in Singapore’s COVID-19 app”, 
Howard Lee and Terence Lee examine Singapore’s contact tracing mobile app, TraceTogether. Their 
paper argues that the success of TraceTogether reflects a Singapore society that, through the rationalisation 
of surveillance, willingly participates in their own surveillance. The authors highlight that it is the regular 
practice of voluntary surveillance – of subscribing oneself to the apparatuses of state control rather than 
specific technologies – that characterises the Singapore surveillance state. The paper names this character 
as a ‘matrix of reason’ that is normalised through media discourse and exemplifies what Michel Foucault 
has termed “governmentality”; a government’s power of control not over, but within, citizens. 

As editors for this special issue, we would like to thank Ashleigh Haw and Geoffrey Hondroudakis 
for their assistance. We also extend our gratitude to Lauren Bliss, Bjørn Nansen, and Robert Hassan for 
their support. A special thanks too for the generous help of our peer reviewers and the hard work of the 
entire Platform editorial team. 

We look forward to the coming discussion at this year’s ANZCA conference hosted by the 
University of Wollongong. 

 

Ziying Meng is a PhD candidate at the University of Melbourne. Her thesis explores video 
creators’ cross-platform practices on Chinese and US-based social media services. Her research 
interests include digital platforms, creator cultures, Chinese social media and smart technologies. 

Wendi Li is a PhD candidate at the University of Melbourne. Her PhD project explores how 
young people in Hong Kong and Melbourne communicate about and relate to climate change. 
Her research interests include civic agency, youth climate activism, and globalised public 
communication. She is elected as the Student and Early Career Representative for Activism, 
Communication & Social Justice (ACSJ) Interest Group within the International 
Communication Association (ICA) from 2023 to 2025. 

Guy Webster is a PhD candidate at the University of Melbourne. His work has appeared in 
Textual Practice, Cambridge Quarterly, The Conversation, Cambridge Review of Books and the 
British Modernist Association. His work researches conceptions of fear in the early 20th century 
and their function in the work of Virginia Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, May Sinclair and Mary Butts. 
He is Resident Arts Tutor at St Hilda's College, Co-Editor of Platform Journal and Vice-
President of the Culture and Communication Graduate Committee (CCGC). 

Yuzheng Li is a young graduate, teacher and editor from Melbourne. Her master's thesis 
explored Chinese fandom culture, para-social relationships, consumerist pseudo-feminism, and 
gaze study. Her proposed PhD research explores male beauty influencers’ live-streaming e-
commerce in China, focusing primarily on the gendered power dynamic, customer intimacy, 
and cultural identity presentation. 
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Communicating as Community: Examining 
Power and Authority in Community-focused 

Environmental Communication through 
Participatory Action Research in the Ourimbah 

Creek Valley 

Chloe Killen, Phillip McIntyre, Bernadette Drabsch, Andrea Cassin, Anita 
Chalmers, Alex Callen, Luke Foster, Lucinda Ransom, Aaron Mulcahy, 
Barry Williams, Kevin Duncan, Edwina Richards &  Kevina-Jo Smith 

– University of Newcastle 
chloe.killen@newcastle.edu.au 

Abstract  

In this paper we argue that the making of meaning is a powerful creative act that occurs within social and 
cultural contexts where there exists a multi-directional flow or interconnected relationships within a 
system of communication (McIntyre, 2012). This little explored set of ideas echoes Rogers and Kincaid’s 
earlier systems-based proposition that “the communication process has no beginning and no end, only 
the mutually defining relationship among the parts which give meaning to the whole” (1981, pp. 55-56). 
Similarly, Ali et al. have suggested that the “holistic, relational, interactional, and process-nature of 
Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies resemble the tenets of systems theory” (2022). With this 
theoretical foundation in place – located in complex and interconnected systems rather than a Western 
reductionist worldview (Gadgil et al, 1993) – this project uses action research as a methodology, reframing 
participants from ‘subjects’ to co-researchers. We assert that “people’s right and ability to have a say in 
decisions which affect them and claim to generate knowledge about them” (Reason and Bradbury, 2011, 
p. 9) can empower them on multiple levels to enact change (Freire, 1970; Reason, 2005; Reason and 
Bradbury, 2011). From this position, “we acknowledge our lives are in connection with multitudes of 
other beings” (Weir, 2012, p. 4) and that many of the key concepts of this project are rooted in Indigenous 
knowledges. As such, traditional notions of top-down power are challenged in favour of an even and 
diffuse power distribution within a communication act (Foucault, 1980).  

The specific act of communication under examination is found in the Department of Planning, 
Industry and Environment (DPIE) and various communications to the public concerning the necessity 
of preserving threatened species. The DPIE’s perception of a lack of public awareness led to the planning 
and execution of a pilot programme to engage public understanding and acceptance of the issues faced 
(PRIA, 2011). The project team, including DPIE and Darkinjung Local Aboriginal Land Council, set out 
to create a participatory community of inquiry in the Ourimbah Creek Valley, located on the Central 
Coast of New South Wales. This valley is home to 48 threatened fauna species and at least 12 threatened 
flora species and is critical to their survival. To engage with this action-research approach, residents were 
invited to a workshop which included a site visit, a bush-food inspired morning tea, and a collaborative 
art-making activity to share knowledge and build community awareness of and encourage stewardship of 
two threatened species. This paper reports on the findings of this action-research process. 

Keywords 
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Environmental Communication, Threatened Species, Systems Thinking, Diffusion of Innovation, Everett 
Rogers, Action Research. 

Introduction 

It is no secret that Australia’s biodiversity is in rapid decline. Since European invasion, 34 native mammal 
species have been driven to extinction, with over 1900 threatened species and ecological communities 
facing similar futures (Ritchie et al, 2021). In the past few years alone, we have seen mass casualties. The 
World Wildlife Fund estimates that almost three billion mammals, birds, reptiles and frogs were killed in 
the recent 2019-2020 Australian bushfires (WWF, 2021).  

In NSW, almost 1000 animal and plant species are at risk, with decreasing population sizes, 
restricted geographical distributions, and limited mature individuals. In the Hunter and Central Coast 
regions, many of these species can be found in neighbourhood streets and backyards, leading many to 
not realise they are threatened. This perceived lack of public awareness is of vital importance to our 
industry partner in this research, the NSW Government’s Saving our Species (SoS) program. This 
program acknowledges the difficulty of communicating to the public the necessity of preserving 
threatened species. Luke Foster, Senior Threatened Species officer for SoS, explained: “I consistently 
encounter the same problems: one, most threats could be removed or downgraded if the public were 
better educated, and two, the community education we do do, isn’t reaching the people who can make a 
difference at a site level” (personal communication, October 28, 2020).  

The Saving our Species program within the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment 
(DPIE) was established as a flagship threatened-species conservation program that includes scientists, 
businesses, community groups and the NSW Government working together to secure the future of 
Australia’s plants and animals. The objectives of Saving our Species are twofold: “to increase the number 
of threatened species that are secure in the wild in New South Wales for 100 years and control the key 
threats facing our threatened plants and animals” (SoS, 2021). As such, researchers from The University 
of Newcastle (UoN), in conjunction with SoS, the Darkinjung Local Aboriginal Land Council, and two 
internationally exhibited artists, set out to plan and execute a pilot programme to facilitate public 
understanding and acceptance of the issues faced (PRIA, 2011).  

The site of this project is the Ourimbah Creek Valley located on Darkinjung Country at Norimbah 
(Ourimbah) on the Central Coast of NSW. Traditionally, Norimbah means “place of the sacred circle or 
Bora ceremony where Aboriginal people went through their ritual of Lore”, with local clan groups 
participating in these ceremonies over many generations (K. Duncan, personal communication, February 
2, 2021). Following colonisation, the Ourimbah Creek Valley is a meandering area of remnant rainforest 
patches, fertile river flats, National Parkland, and approximately 100 private homes and farms. It is also 
home to at least 48 threatened fauna species and 12 threatened flora species. While all species are 
important, two are under the remit of SoS: Syzygium paniculatum (Magenta Lilly Pilly) and Prostanthera 
askania (Tranquility Mintbush). Both species belong to larger genera which have general names on 
Darkinjung Country: Mudjuburi and Girang respectively. The Ourimbah Creek Valley is critical for the 
survival of both species as it represents the westernmost occurrence of Magenta Lilly Pilly, which is 
crucial for understanding its adaptive capacity in a changing climate, and it contains one of the largest 
known monitored populations of the Tranquility Mintbush.  

Since European invasion, extensive populations of both Syzygium paniculatum and Prostanthera askania 
have been significantly reduced, with several populations entirely eliminated (DEC, 2006; DECC, 
2007). For S. paniculatum, current estimates suggest around 1200 wild individuals across five disjunct 
metapopulations (OEH, 2012). However, the number of individuals may be significantly reduced due to 
the discovery of hybridisation, with a more common Syzygium species in the north of the species range 
(Foster and Mulcahy, 2019). Genetic work is currently underway to determine the true number of 
individuals and metapopulations (L. Foster, personal communication, June 25, 2021). For P. askania, 
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which is only found in a restricted range of 12km2 on the Central Coast of NSW (except for a small 
outlier population in Bouddi National Park), the site at Ourimbah has been documented to cover 
approximately 300m2 which is 70% larger than other P. askania populations across the SoS management 
sites (Focus Flora Surveys, 2017-21). As Ransom notes, “with limited funding to secure land for 
conservation, the value of sensitively managed private property cannot be understated” (personal 
communication, June 26, 2021). Threats to both species include low genetic diversity, inappropriate fire 
regimes, weed invasion, habitat loss through land clearing and urban development (Conn 1997), grazing 
and trampling, rubbish dumping, and climate change (DEC, 2006; DECC, 2007). It is clear that most of 
these threats are human-induced, and so involving the community is paramount to minimising them. 

With these key issues identified by our industry partners, this project sought to engage community 
members in the Ourimbah Creek Valley in a tailored workshop to share knowledge, strengthen 
community connections, and engage in storytelling to communicate data around threatened species. 
These strategies, as a form of effective science communication, are designed to publicise and protect 
threatened species, build knowledge of local biodiversity, and encourage positive community change. 

Background 

Since this project is, at heart, a form of science communication sitting within the broader realm of all 
human communication, we can say that there are two fundamental schools of thought employed in this 
area: the process school and the cultural context school (McIntyre, 2010, p. 1). The process school 
conceptualises communication “as the efficient transmission of intentional ‘messages’ from senders to 
receivers” (Schroder et al, 2003, p. 27). Most science communication has traditionally followed this model 
(see Nisbet and Scheufele, 2009). Conversely, the cultural context school focuses on how meaning is 
produced, negotiated, and processed by audiences within specific cultural contexts (Schirato and Yell, 
2000, p.1).  

One of the latter school’s founding figures, Raymond Williams, acknowledged the significance of 
creativity in the act of communication. He argued that any analysis of communication and culture must 
start, “from an examination of the nature of creative activity” (Williams, 1961, p. xiii). With this in mind, 
we can say that the making of meaning is a creative act that occurs within social and cultural contexts 
where there is a multi-directional flow or interconnected relationship between multiple components of a 
system of communication (McIntyre, 2010, 2012). This little explored set of ideas from the research 
literature echoes Rogers and Kincaid’s earlier proposition that “the communication process has no 
beginning and no end, only the mutually defining relationship among the parts which give meaning to 
the whole” (1981, pp. 55-56). 

This project utilises a modification of the Diffusion of Innovation model originally developed by 
Everett Rogers (1962/2003), which has been applied, experimented with and continually updated across 
time in a number of settings (e.g. Balas and Chapman, 2018; Centola, 2015; Centola, 2021; Dearing, 2009; 
Lundblad, 2003; MacVaugh and Schiavone, 2010; Mascia and Mills, 2018; Tonts, Yarwood & Jones, 2010; 
Wani and Ali, 2015) including within the discipline of Communication (e.g. Barker, 2004). Roger’s 
Diffusion of Innovation model sets out the process of communicating new ideas through a social system 
over time. Moving away from linear understandings of communication, the concept acknowledges that 
any diffusion “event is only one part of a total process in which information is exchanged” (Rogers, 
1962/2003, p. 6) and thus lends itself to examining a systems approach to environmental communication, 
as well as reflecting a central tenet of Indigenous knowledge systems (Ali et al, 2022, n.p.). Rogers notes 
that this systemic process of information exchange encompasses “both the planned and the spontaneous 
spread of new ideas” which causes an alteration “in the structure and function of a social system” 
(1962/2003, p. 6). Thus, as the innovation spreads, social change occurs.  
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According to Rogers there are four main elements identifiable in every diffusion program: the 
innovation, communication channels, time, and the social system (1962/2003, p. 11). It is important to 
note that each of these elements are not, in terms of their real-world existence, separate from one another. 
In fact, it is the opposite; each of these components is intricately connected to each other so much so 
that they constitute one another.  

Innovation for this project is for the community and its members to recognise that they are living 
inside systems. They are not separate beings, but rather intimately connected to the ecosystem they exist 
in and the broader biodiversity around them (Berkes and Folke, 1998; Folke et al, 2016, p. 39). As Massey 
asserts “social systems are linked to ecological-biological systems” (2017, p. 327), an idea reinforced by 
Foxwell-Norton who insists that “humans and nature are interconnected via systems” (2019, p. 30). 
These statements echo the First Nations concept of Country, which is a more complex and dynamic 
notion than “a people-place match” (Weir, 2012, p. 2). It is multilayered, unique to every individual, and 
encompasses a multiplicity of forms and meanings (Sutton, 1995, pp. 49–50). As Muller explains, “for 
many Indigenous systems, knowledge is constructed through understanding connections of species to 
each other, to people, ancestors, stories, dances, art, science, politics, economics, power, society and the 
cosmos” (2012, p. 59). And according to Weir, “Country is the locus of this knowledge and ecological 
life” (2012, p. 3). As humans, we exist within social, cultural, creative, and innovative systems, as well as 
communication systems which are intertwined with ecological systems. Considering the interdependent 
relationships between multiple components of a large system means acknowledging that changes in one 
area will inevitably affect another. The entry point to this way of thinking for this project was the two 
threatened species, Syzygium paniculatum (Magenta Lilly Pilly) and Prostanthera askania (Tranquility 
Mintbush).  

Rogers identified five characteristics that contribute to whether an innovation is readily adopted or 
not: relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. The relative advantage of 
our innovation, as perceived by individuals, is that through a deeper understanding of the relationship 
between humans and the ecological system they are part of, the more likely they are to protect it. As 
Rogers explains, the clearer this message is, “the more rapid its rate of adoption will be” (1962/2003, p. 
15). Compatibility refers to how closely the innovation appears to align with the existing values, needs 
and the prior experiences of potential adopters. If an innovation is perceived as being consistent with an 
established value system, it is more likely to be adopted. While not every innovation is necessarily 
desirable or appropriate for all members of the social system, and certainly within the group of 
participants some were more overtly engaged than others, there was no evidence of disagreement during 
the workshop (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 12). Similarly, with regard to complexity, the less complicated and 
easier to understand the innovation is, the more likely it is to be adopted (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 16). 
Rogers notes that the trialability of an innovation – that is the possibility for it to be engaged with on a 
trial basis – also impacts how quickly it is adopted. If people can experiment and test the innovation, this 
allows for the possibility to learn through engagement and reduce uncertainty around the benefit, 
compatibility, and complexity issues one might have as well. Finally, observability is a significant factor 
as when individuals can clearly see the results of an innovation in practice within their own network it is 
more likely that they will adapt it for themselves. Rogers notes that while all five of these are significant 
factors in explaining the rate of adoption, the first two – relative advantage and compatibility, “are 
particularly important” (1962/2003, p. 17). It is also worthwhile to note that innovations change as they 
are diffused, and when an innovation is reinvented it “diffuses more rapidly” and “its adoption is more 
likely to be sustained” (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 17). 

This project tested these ideas through an action-research approach, looking at the Ourimbah Creek 
Valley and the threatened species that co-exist with the communities that populate the valley. 

Methodology 
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The interdisciplinary and inter-organisational research team aimed to create participative communities of 
inquiry by “engaging those who might otherwise be subjects of research or recipients of interventions to 
a greater or less extent as inquiring co-researchers” (Reason and Bradbury, 2011, p. 1). With this 
foundation in place, this project employed an action-research methodology.  

While action research is largely a qualitative methodology, it is not uncommon to utilise mixed 
methods to move beyond conventional divides of objectivity and subjectivity to focus on actions that 
occur in the world (Greenwood and Levin 2001). By beginning with an examination of everyday 
experience, action research and its focus on living knowledge evolves and develops over time. This 
reflects First Nations knowledge systems, which note that knowledge is not static, but rather fluid, 
dynamic, and changeable by nature (Briggs, 2005; Christie, 2007; Sillitoe, 1998). Taking this approach has 
the potential to create positive change on both small and large scales as “individuals develop skills of 
inquiry and communities of inquiry develop within communities of practice” (Reason and Bradbury, 
2011, p. 5).  

Reframing participants from subjects to coresearchers is also a radical act as “asserting people's 
right and ability to have a say in decisions which affect them and claim to generate knowledge about 
them” (Reason and Bradbury, 2011, p. 9) can empower both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people on 
multiple levels to expand capability in constructing and using knowledge (Freire, 1970; Reason, 2005). In 
doing this, the relationship between humans and ecology can be foregrounded for active decision making 
in “a move towards more holistic or integrated thinking” (Weir 2012, p. 4). Additionally, this approach 
centres a flat network of power relationships where no one person is elevated above others. Therefore, 
action research is the most appropriate methodology for this research to engage both industry partners 
and community members in a participatory experience that will result in mutually beneficial change.  

Drawing on many different models of action research – including Ebbutt, 1985; Elliott, 1991; 
Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988; Lewin, 1946; McNiff, 1988; Whitehead and McNiff, 2006 – this project 
design was articulated using the pathway of planning, action, analysis, and conclusion. During the 
planning phase, the research focus was defined, a literature review undertaken, and data collection 
methods were designed. As part of the ethics application, a timeline was set, and permissions were sought. 
A research team member from SoS identified the Ourimbah Creek Valley site as particularly challenging 
to manage due to the number of and diversity of landholders in the area. However, this defined 
community also provided a unique opportunity as “it is a contained valley with a relatively clear target 
audience” (L. Foster, personal communication, September 17, 2020). Additionally, the SoS team had 
already begun establishing preliminary relationships with key stakeholders including Hidden Valley, a co-
operatively owned Horse-Riding property. Foster also suggested an educational element involving food 
as he felt certain that most residents may be unaware of the two species growing both in the valley and 
on their own properties (personal communication, September 17, 2020). The key goal of the workshop 
was to encourage community stewardship of the species. 

The action phase of action research is not a single moment in time, but rather it involves multiple 
cycles of experimentation and data collection in conjunction with an ongoing process of reflection. This 
project engaged qualitative methods of observations, interviews, and participant made artifacts, and 
compared these with quantitative data gathered from existing sources. The community-focused 
workshop included a site visit to engage with, and explore, the flora in its natural habitat. Participants 
were welcomed to country with a smoking ceremony by Darkinjung elder, Kevin ‘Gavi’ Duncan, and 
two SoS team members facilitated a guided discussion about the threatened species. Following a morning 
tea featuring Native Australian bush foods, the participants were invited to participate in a communal 
art-making activity to create small sculptural components from clay and found materials. Observation 
and informal interviews occurred throughout the workshop and data was collected in research journals, 
enabling reflection on the effectiveness of the project’s storytelling approach. Analysis of this collected 
data occurred as themes were identified and results discussed with the research team and key stakeholders.  
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Social System – Agents of Change 

The workshop participants consisted of eight members of the co-operatively owned Hidden Valley Farm, 
six Ourimbah Creek Road residents, and two participants who lived elsewhere but had some relationship 
to others in the group. There was a mix of long-term residents, recent relocations from Sydney, and some 
weekend visitors who had been doing so for years. The average tenure of Hidden Valley members was 
around five years, with some having held a membership for more than twenty. While there was some 
variation in terms of socioeconomic status, most of the participants appeared to be from the professional 
class, although there were some tradespeople and those with larger blocks of land tended to be hobby 
farmers. There was a sense of family focus, with several participants speaking about their children during 
the workshop, lots of long-term partners, and one woman attending with her daughter’s friend. As the 
participants began arriving in the morning, some met each other for the first time with polite handshakes 
while others greeted old friends with full-bodied hugs. The energy of the group shifted and changed with 
each arrival, with only one moment where an arrival appeared to ripple through the group resulting in a 
momentarily dampening effect. The group regained its equilibrium quickly and moved on, thus 
demonstrating that the constantly evolving nature of the social system. 

Although SoS had previously established several relationships with members of the Ourimbah 
Creek community, the people who engaged with this project were largely unknown. The research team 
knew, based on Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovation model, that opinion leaders would be useful to the 
project as they “provide information and advice about innovations to many other individuals in the 
system” (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 26). One such opinion leader was quickly identified as a key agent of 
change who could activate the local network to facilitate the spread of information. As the Chair of the 
Hidden Valley Board of Directors, she was immediately interested in working in collaboration with the 
research team to facilitate a workshop on their property for both members and residents. As Rogers 
notes “the most striking characteristic of opinion leaders is their unique and influential position in their 
system's communication structure; they are at the center of interpersonal communication networks” 
(1962/2003, p. 27). This became clear as the Hidden Valley Chair was not only a central figure within 
that private community, but she also held a reasonable amount of social capital among the Ourimbah 
Creek residents and was part of a group of environmentally conscious locals. 

Opinion leaders are likely to be broadly homophilous with the social network. Their leadership may 
be formal or informal, but it is generally maintained through their level of competence, social accessibility, 
and adherence to social norms. The Chair’s respected position within both networks was pivotal to 
inviting participants to the workshop as she was able to leverage her existing modes of communication 
to share information and encourage participation. Her posts on both the Hidden Valley members 
Facebook page and private Ourimbah Creek residents page were responsible for the majority of 
respondents. In this way, her interpersonal networks allowed her to serve as a social model whose positive 
response to the innovative opportunity was then mirrored by other members of the system. As Rogers 
explains, “opinion leaders thus exemplify and express the system's structure” (1962/2003, p. 27).  

While this agent of change was ultimately unable to attend the workshop, she advised us that two 
good friends would attend in her stead. She noted “they are very passionate about our native flora and 
fauna and will be more than equal to the task...possibly more passionate than me” (personal 
communication, April 30, 2021). As the workshop unfolded it became clear that these two were opinion 
leaders/agents of change in their own right. They had a tangible connection to the place where the 
workshop was held, exuded a gentle sense of authority, and actively participated in the workshop activities. 
As opinion leaders, and therefore central to the communication network, they served as “a social model 
whose innovative behavior [was] imitated by many other members of the system” (Rogers, 1962/2003, 
p. 27). They even brought their two dogs to the event which had an icebreaker effect on the group. At 
one point, while walking back from the smoking ceremony, the dogs were allowed off their leashes. They 
raced along the dirt road and in and out of horse paddocks romping with one another. This action 
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demonstrated several things. Firstly, that they were allowed to do so indicated the owners’ social status 
in the community. Secondly, it spoke to a sense of ownership as this occurred on both public and private 
land. And finally, it represented a norm in terms of the established behavioural patterns of the members 
of this unique social system.  

While it could be argued that every participant on the day was an agent of change with varying 
degrees of influence, the research team was interested in identifying those with a reasonable amount of 
social capital. While agents of change often possess a greater degree of knowledge or skills than other 
members of the community network, it is equally problematic if everyone is at the same level as there is 
no new information to exchange. Throughout the workshop, the status of certain members shifted and 
transformed. Several times, community members demonstrated their considerable knowledge not just 
about the two threatened species, but about environmental and biodiversity issues in general. For instance, 
during the talk about P. askania, the SoS team member acknowledged and invited two participants to 
share their knowledge of the species with the group. There was a distinct sense of ownership from these 
participants as their land is the site of a large known population of P. askania on private property, 
representing approximately 10% of all known plants (A. Mulcahy personal communication, June 28, 
2021). At other times, residents indicated that they would like more knowledge, particularly regarding 
invasive weed management on their property, noting specifically that they wanted to work in a 
cooperative manner. As such, the Ourimbah Creek social system were engaged in joint problem solving 
and through the “sharing of a common objective” (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 24) the system bound itself 
together. 

Findings and Analysis 

The ultimate aim for this project is to diffuse a particular innovative idea through a community and for 
community members to consider themselves connected to, rather than separated from, the ecological 
system around them (Berkes and Folke, 1998; Weir, 2008). This ideological separation is hard to let go 
of as it is often the basis of western knowledge constructions around the relationship between humans, 
nature, and culture (Briggs, 2005; Christie, 1990; Sarewitz, 2004; Weir, 2008). Rogers’ Diffusion of 
Innovation model provided the research team with a systematic procedure through which to explore how 
this occurred.  

Turning off the Pacific Highway, circling under the Highway overpass and onto Ourimbah Creek 
Road which runs along the creek line, there is a distinct feeling of crossing the threshold into a different 
place. Along the road there are a low double brick houses with freshly mowed lawns and flag poles flying 
the Australian flag amid well-pruned rose gardens. As the road winds on, the vegetation becomes denser 
and a large Queenslander appears, while weatherboard houses with verandas and small hobby farms 
begin to materialise. Punctuating the string of long driveways is a collection of unique letterboxes: a 
monolithic modernist steel box, a traditional Australia Post public post box, cut up water containers, 
termite infested wooden boxes, and bespoke rusted metal faces laughing maniacally as they swallow the 
mail. Deeper into the valley the air cools and rainforest remnants appear. Sheep, cattle, alpacas, pigs and 
horses can be seen scattered through paddocks, with the occasional animal wandering cheekily alongside 
the road. S. paniculatum is observable in several locations along the road and the further up the valley the 
less European the trees become. As the houses begin to thin and properties grow larger, a sign for Hidden 
Valley marks one of the largest landholders in the area; a co-operatively owned horse-riding farm with 
thirty member families.  

When the project began, members of the research team made several site visits and spoke with 
residents and community members who were initially wary of outsiders. Following formal introductions, 
the researchers explained their objectives and desire to learn from and with the community rather than 
impose external values. Community members visibly relaxed and began sharing information about their 
experiences living in the Ourimbah Creek Valley, including their interests in flora and fauna; their 
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knowledge of, and contribution to, the conservation of threatened species, suggestions for who else to 
speak with, and occasionally an invitation to join them on a walk of local properties. The initial distrust 
of the outsider, which was to be expected, dissipated upon finding common ground and feeling reassured 
that the exchange was not an attempt to force or impose anything from an institutional level.  

The fact that the research team members on these site visits were from two well established 
institutions (UoN and the DPIE) presented an interesting dynamic in these interactions. While credentials 
from these organisations carry a reasonable amount of cultural capital, they also distance the researchers, 
identifying them as social strangers within the Ourimbah Creek community. Additionally, within both 
organisations there is a well-developed social structure consisting of hierarchical positions and there is a 
general assumption that these patterned social relationships can play out in other arenas. As such, the 
researchers worked to establish a heterophilous foundation whereby similarities with the community 
members were highlighted and mirrored back to them.  

The Mother Tree 

On a reconnaissance visit prior to the workshop, the team from SoS and the Senior Research Officer 
(SRO) were scouting the walk that participants would be taken on. Starting from the Hidden Valley barn, 
they walked across the road and peered through the trees to the creek. Almost immediately a S. paniculatum 
was located and verified as having been previously unrecorded by DPIE. A brief explanation of how to 
identify the species was given to the SRO and the walk continued with two more trees observed in a 
similar manner. The team was looking for a specific mature tree that had been written about pre-GPS 
tagging and not been located since (Payne, 1991). When the team arrived at a back paddock, the sought-
after tree was located with a trunk easily one and a half meters in diameter, laden with flower buds. It is 
important to note that while locating this tree was significant for this project, as it would be the place 
participants would be taken to, the research team acknowledges that they did not ‘discover’ it. This 
impressive tree, along with many others, has been in existence for hundreds of years and would easily 
pre-date European occupation of Australia.  

For the community workshop, Darkinjung Elder Gavi Duncan performed a Welcome to Country 
and Smoking Ceremony at this site. While the research team knew this was an important part of the 
workshop, the profound effect it had on the participants was a surprise. The group watched respectfully 
as the smoke began to plume and after another Darkinjung team member made the first move through 
the smoke, everyone followed suit. Participants were observed taking a moment to breathe in and 
mindfully connect with the tree and the Indigenous knowledge that had been shared with them. It was a 
reminder that it was not simply the research team, the community members, and the tree that were 
present that day, but also thousands of years of Indigenous occupation. This acknowledgement of the 
connection between the knowledge traditions of Country and ecology illustrated the interdependence of 
the two concepts (Weir, 2012, p. 5) and the importance of understanding ‘two ways’ of knowledge 
construction (Muller, 2012, p. 69). 

It was also interesting to observe how people’s engagement with the Mother Tree changed 
throughout the workshop as the various ways of seeing it were revealed – from an unidentified tree only 
known for providing summertime shade for horse to a threatened species on private property; to 
understanding the age and significance of its size, talking through its history and potential uses, and being 
invited to engage with the tree through the smoking ceremony. Contemplating these various stories 
allowed participants to reflect on their own engagement with nature and to consider their connection to 
it. To understand that something in their very own backyard could be so significant was profound for 
several members. Some were visibly moved by this experience – sitting down, eyes closed in quiet 
contemplation. Two different women later remarked that they were affected to the point of tears. This 
prompted some thinking about whether the tree was an agent of change herself and what part she played 
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in this socio-bio-ecological system. As Christie explains, “knowledge is not limited to human agency, with 
the land and other species revealing and keeping knowledge alive” (Muller, 2012, p. 59). 

Contemplating connection to the socio-bio-ecological system that humans are a part of is vital to 
our continued survival. While Rogers notes that “an innovation is an idea, practice, or object that is 
perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption”, in this case, the innovative idea, at least to 
a Western point of view, is that community members are an intricate part of a much larger system in 
operation (1962/2003, p. 12). They are not separate from nature, but intimately connected to the broader 
ecosystem. This sits well with “the views of Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies which build on 
holistic, relational and temporal worldviews by linking people, earth and life on earth as interconnected 
parts of a complex greater web of life which functions on the principle of balance in the system” (Ali et 
al., 2022, n.p.). As Weir explains, “knowledge, country, species and people are co-created” (2012, p. 3). 
And while this is not “‘objectively’ new as measured by the lapse of time since its first use or discovery”, 
the way this material was presented through multiple modes of storytelling throughout the workshop 
was acknowledged by participants as being effective (ibid). According to Rogers, “newness in an 
innovation need not just involve new knowledge” so simply changing the approach through which this 
knowledge was shared was an innovative practice (1962/2003, p. 12). 

Following a brief information session where two SoS team members shared how to identify these 
two species, where they may be found and how they can be propagated, questions arose regarding the 
utility of the two plants for humans. This was interesting and goes to the heart of the complexity of 
environmental communication. Western perspectives often conceptualise nature as a material resource 
to be benefited from, and the research team had anticipated this when selecting the two threatened 
species (Braun 2002, p. 41; Robin 2007, p. 186). S. paniculatum, as with other types of Lilly Pilly, has a 
strong Aboriginal cultural connection as a food and medicinal resource. Early journal entries by Captain 
Cook and Joseph Banks note members of the Gweagal clan of the Dharawal people eating fruit 
presumably from S. paniculatum (Benson and Eldershaw, 2007, p. 116). It is possible that the majestic 
Magenta Lilly Pilly trees still present in Botany Bay are the very same ones observed by Cook and Banks 
and used for generations by the Gweagal clan. However, documentation on the cultural and European 
historical uses for P. askania, the Tranquility Mintbush, have been difficult to obtain. Other species of 
Mintbush are known to be edible and used by First Nations people for medicinal purposes to soothe 
digestive complaints among other things. It is likely that the P. askania with its strong aroma was similarly 
utilised. Sharing this information while in the field allowed for a more complete contextual understanding 
of the tree by everyone involved which in turn has the potential to create more dynamic change.  

While humans have been conditioned to consider the value of the external world primarily in 
relation to themselves, for this project and indeed for biodiversity conservation and environmental 
communication overall, understanding the interrelated nature of our relationship as humans with the 
broader ecological environment is necessary. Each plant and animal contribute to a healthy natural 
environment. Every loss has an impact on our ecosystem which affects air and water quality, pollination, 
pest control and even the economy (Losey and Vaughan, 2006). Understanding our place in connection 
to all life is a fundamental necessity for the preservation of our planet’s future. According to Rogers, “a 
technological innovation usually has at least some degree of benefit for its potential adopters, but this 
advantage is not always clear cut to those intended adopters” (1962/2003, p. 14). However, when the 
advantage is clear the innovation is more readily adopted as the individual is more likely to “exert effort 
to learn more about the innovation” (ibid). Therefore, educating people about the uses and utility of 
these plants is valuable in articulating the advantage of preserving them, not only as a source of food for 
humans and animals, but as a shade tree for wildlife, a canopy tree in a littoral rainforest, and a key species 
within an ecological network. Shifting ourselves out of this humancentric, Ptolemaic understanding of 
the world in favour of a Copernican view which acknowledges “the person is part of a system of mutual 
influences” we are re-situating humanity within nature and acknowledging our connection with one 
another (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, p. 366; Weir, 2012). 
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Communication Channels 

Along Ourimbah Creek Road, mobile phone reception diminishes until it is eventually gone altogether. 
One workshop participant noted that during the last major round of bushfires in the area, the fire brigade 
had to bring in a satellite dish to maintain connection to the outside world. While some residents have 
broadband access it is limited and Hidden Valley have in fact decided not to activate it at all. They have 
a landline instead. Several workshop participants noted that this disconnection from the internet and 
related devices is part of the reason they visit every weekend. They want to connect with one another 
and nature without technological interruption, and they want their children to experience that as well.  

With any communication act a message is exchanged between multiple parties. The diffusion of 
our message content occurred through multiple channels in a complex communication network. The 
research team engaged with traditional mass media channels such as radio and newspaper press, a targeted 
approach which included email, Facebook posts, traditional post (via a letter drop), and face-to-face 
communication. Understanding this complex communication network is important as “the behaviour of 
an individual is partly a function of the communication networks in which the individual is a member” 
(Rogers, 1981, p. 90).  

It was important to the project to share information widely in the lead up to the workshop. 
According to Rogers, “mass media channels are usually the most rapid and efficient means of informing 
an audience of potential adopters about the existence of an innovation – that is, to create awareness-
knowledge” (1962/2003, p. 18). The SRO gave interviews with ABC Newcastle and 2NUR radio as well 
as Central Coast Newspapers who, in addition to their online readership, have a total print run of 170,000 
papers every month (CCN, 2021). However, the research team knew that because the workshop was only 
for residents and members of the Ourimbah Creek community, a more targeted approach was necessary.  

The geographically narrow connection along one main road with approximately one hundred 
private landholders meant that a letterbox drop would be a simple and effective way of communicating 
to the community. Two members of the research team (one UoN, one SoS), hand delivered packets 
containing information and consent forms along with an invitation to the workshop. Throughout the 
morning, they stopped to introduce themselves to residents who were curious about their presence in 
the valley. Several residents expressed surprise that “members of the government” were engaged in this 
kind of community facing work (fieldnotes April 16, 2021). This, and several conversations with 
workshop participants, reflected a sense of disconnection between governing bodies and the people they 
serve, as well as a general disappointment that bridging this divide has become increasingly difficult 
(fieldnotes April 16, 2021).  

It became clear through these interactions that interpersonal channels involving face-to-face 
exchanges would be effective within the community. As Rogers explains, “interpersonal channels are 
more effective in persuading an individual to accept a new idea, especially if the interpersonal channel 
links two or more individuals who are similar in socioeconomic status education, or other important 
ways” (1962/2003, p. 18). Through the research team’s interpersonal exchanges with residents and 
community members, opportunities to highlight the similarities between the research team and the 
community were identified, along with points of resistance that could be overcome. Sharing and 
amplifying our homophilous nature was important to the diffusion process as “when homophily is 
present, communication is therefore likely to be rewarding to both participants” (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 
19). When asked why participants had decided to attend the workshop, several articulated that it was due 
to the inclusive nature and “village feel” they had garnered from the invitation and general approach 
(fieldnotes May 1, 2021). These same individuals also noted the gentle pace of the workshop’s timing 
(fieldnotes May 1, 2021). 

Finally, as Rogers noted “interactive communication via the Internet” has become an increasingly 
significant channel in complex communication networks (1962/2003, p. 18). Speaking with numerous 
agents of change within the Ourimbah Creek community, it became clear that a key form of interactive 
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communication was Facebook. Hidden Valley communicated to its members via its Facebook page, but 
it was eventually revealed to the research team that there was a private and often used Ourimbah Creek 
residents Facebook page. Posts by the Hidden Valley Chairperson were shared on both pages and 
provided gentle encouragement to participate in the workshop as a place where people could ask 
questions and receive answers from their trusted community network. This modelling by early adopters 
of the diffusion process works to encourage imitation by potential adopters demonstrating that “diffusion 
is a very social process that involves interpersonal communication relationships” (Rogers, 1962/2003, p. 
19). 

Time 

This project took place over six months. However, members of the SoS team have been working with 
the community on threatened species in the area since 2017. Whenever representatives from the research 
team (largely the SRO and the SoS team members) were able to speak to someone directly – primarily 
face-to-face, phone or occasionally email – the speed with which they shifted from natural hesitation 
regarding a new idea to acceptance and often excitement about participating in the project was surprising. 
Rogers refers to this as the innovation-decision process where “an individual (or other decision-making 
unit) passes from first knowledge of an innovation to the formation of an attitude toward the innovation, 
to a decision to adopt or reject, to implementation and use of the new idea, and to confirmation of this 
decision” (1962/2003, p. 20). 

With many of the participants, this participation happened quickly. Learning about the potential of 
having threatened species on the property was their first introduction to the innovative idea. Walking and 
talking together as a group, meeting at the Mother Tree for a Welcome to Country and Smoking 
Ceremony, and learning about the significance and value of the two threatened species resulted in a 
tangible shift for some. Those who had been observing from the periphery began to talk with other 
participants and connect with members of the research team. Those who were already quite open began 
sharing information with one another. At one point, a research team member was passing around S. 
paniculatum seeds and explaining their multi-embryonic structure, when it became apparent that several 
participants were already familiar with planting these seeds and had been doing so for some time. They 
began to share tips and suggestions with one another. Several participants collected fallen seeds to take 
home to plant in their own gardens. Many of these same people also took authorised cuttings of P. askania 
that were provided for educational and art-making purposes, asking questions about correct cultivation 
practices. It was clear that they had been engaged in the innovation-decision process whereby they were 
introduced to new knowledge. They were persuaded by the project’s storytelling mechanisms, deciding 
to adopt these ideas and move into implementation and confirmation stages by taking seeds and cuttings 
home. Additionally, several participants noted that they felt confident to survey their own properties to 
see whether they could identify these two species.  

That is not to say however, that there was a complete diffusion of innovation within the 3-hour 
workshop. Rather, participants were presented with the key idea to encourage them to think about 
themselves in relation to the broader ecological environment they are part of. Long term change within 
the community will require more time and effort. While some people may have been convinced after one 
workshop, this reorienting of understanding one’s place in the world is an ongoing process. The research 
team is continuing to work with the Ourimbah Creek residents and community to build this 
understanding of social-bio-ecological connection. 

Conclusion 
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David Attenborough recently stated, “saving our planet is now a communications challenge” (BBC, 2020). 
As such, a project focused on environmental communication speaks to the very heart of our planet’s 
number one concern. This project set out to engage a specific community group in a workshop about 
two threatened species. This workshop was the point of entry for the research team to diffuse innovative 
ideas and encourage the community to begin thinking about themselves in a systemic relationship to their 
surrounding ecosystem. This innovation was spread through multiple channels in a complex 
communication network which consisted of mass media, social media, a letterbox drop, and personalised 
interactions. Key agents of change were identified as being fundamental to the process of diffusion, and 
around a third of the participants took S. paniculatum seeds and cuttings of P. askania to cultivate in their 
own gardens. This is a significant outcome as it represents that these people have shifted their thinking 
to connect deeply with these threatened species and are working to integrate their care into their daily 
lives.  

Significantly, this project assisted with the fulfilment of several management objectives required 
under the NSW Government’s SoS program, for at least two threatened species. DPIE were able to add 
new threatened plant records, map new areas of habitat for threatened species found only on private land, 
engage with the community to establish needs for further land management activities and knowledge 
building, gain invitations to conduct further surveys and build new relationships with landholders. These 
outcomes will assist in satisfying DPIE’s mission to secure threatened species in their habitat for 100 
years and significantly enhance their links with the communities they service and work with. Finally, the 
anticipated scholarly outcome – understanding if, and how, the diffusion of systems-based thinking 
within specific communities works in an applied circumstance, will advance the knowledge base of 
environmental communication and the discipline of Communication more broadly.  
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Abstract 

Mimic vlogs – that is, a form of fictional web series that tell stories utilising a vlog format – draw on 
audience expectations to elicit a particular response. Mimic vlogs use the conventions of an authentic 
format to tell a story in a way that resembles a genre audiences know and trust, much like mockumentaries 
and other forms of parodies. It is integral to understand how viewers approach and understand these 
videos, particularly on a platform such as YouTube which hosts both amateur, professional, user-
generated, and professionally-produced content. Mimic vlogs constitute a small part of a much larger 
phenomenon of replica content online, such as deep fakes, cheap fakes, fake news, misinformation and 
disinformation. This exploratory paper draws on primary data from YouTube viewers to investigate what 
methods audience members use to identify video content. Participants watched and responded to a series 
of eight videos made up of both user-generated vlogs and fictional mimic vlogs to determine the elements 
viewers considered while categorising the videos. The approaches participants employed were frequently 
unreliable, with participants coming to different conclusions based on the same piece of information. 
Contributing factors to this effect included the viewers’ perceptions around authenticity, plausibility, and 
markers of quality in each video.  The results of this research illustrate the ways in which audiences read 
texts in different ways. This is in line with Stuart Hall’s encoding and decoding theory (1980) and broader 
audience reception studies which suggest that audiences play a vital role in interpreting texts and their 
meaning. Consequently, this research shows how audiences are vulnerable to even low-stakes replica 
content online, in part, because of their decoding of textual elements. 
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Introduction 

Mimic vlogs – that is, a form of fictional web series that tell stories utilising a vlog format – draw on 
audience expectations to elicit a particular response. By exploiting the expectations of authenticity and 
intimacy that user-generated vlogs inspire, mimic encourage greater audience engagement and 
connection. Notable mimic vlogs such as Lonelygirl15 have been able to make viewers appear genuinely 
concerned for characters which they treated as real people (Bakioğlu, 2018; Burgess and Green, 2018). 
Simultaneously, there has been a waning of trust and confidence in online media among audiences due 
to the ease with which media texts can be manipulated and imitated. These concerns pose the complex 
question of the role and ramifications of replica content – content that looks like other content – in the 
broader media landscape. Considered alongside deep fakes, cheap fakes, misinformation, disinformation, 
and fake news, mimic vlogs might seem like a fairly innocuous form of media. However, mimic vlogs 
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draw on our desire for connection and authenticity, and at face value can look identical to a format 
audiences know and trust. This appeal speaks to the level of belief that some audiences have in specific 
types of media, and can consequently lead to audiences feeling that they have been deceived. Just as 
Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds radio play (1938) mimicked the highly trustworthy format of news break-
ins to create a compelling narrative, mimic vlogs employ a similar strategy to draw in audiences by using 
novel storytelling techniques. Mimic vlogs capitalise on the power placed in “authentic” content online 
and invite us to question how communication online can be manipulated. 

This paper draws from primary data developed from in-depth research with viewers that is 
supported by existing research in the field, to explore how viewers perceive online mimic vlogs. In 
particular, it focuses on the YouTube platform and the methods audience members use to identify 
different types of content. Participants watched and responded to a series of eight YouTube videos made 
up of user-generated vlogs and fictional mimic vlogs. They filled out a survey after each video capturing 
their initial reactions to the videos before being informed that some videos were fictional. They were 
then asked to categorise them as either a vlog or a mimic vlog.  

This paper argues that prior knowledge of genre codes inform how participants reacted to these 
videos as well as their ability to identify different types of content. Intriguingly, the pieces of information 
that participants use to categorise the videos are shown as unreliable, with the same piece of information 
often being used to come to different conclusions depending on the viewer. For instance, markers of 
quality are particularly likely to make viewers come to differing conclusions, with signs of scripting and 
amateur production qualities confusing participants. These discrepancies between participants supports 
existing theory in audience reception studies that suggests audiences make their own meaning from texts, 
such as Stuart Hall’s (1980) encoding and decoding theory, wherein audiences “decode” the meaning 
“encoded” by the producers of a text. Hall suggests that audiences play a vital role by performing 
interpretive work when viewing texts. Additionally, semiotic theory explains how audiences can use the 
same textual elements to signify different meanings because of the individuals’ differing understandings 
of the connotations of individual signs (Hall, 2013).  

The viewers’ perceptions of the videos are as equally prevalent in the decision-making process. 
Perceptions of authenticity, plausibility, and intuition are all factors identified by a number of participants 
during the categorisation task. While the study is based on videos broadcast on YouTube, its findings are 
transferable to more recent or emerging platforms such as TikTok, where similar types of video content 
can be found.  

These three factors – familiarity, code-identification, and viewer perception – illustrate how the 
experiences of individual viewers shape their understanding of the videos in question. The role of the 
viewer is thus vital. While professional and amateur production companies can wield a similar power by 
replicating existing “trustworthy” media formats, the power does not lie with them alone. Mimic vlogs 
show how audiences interact with replica content more broadly. This paper consequently interrogates 
how participants interpret the many pieces of data presented to them in online content. 

Positioning Mimicry 

Web series that use a vlog format gained popularity following the success of stories such as Lonelygirl15 
(2006-2008) and The Lizzie Bennet Diaries (2012-2013). The majority of these web series are part of a wider 
transmedia story; a story that is told “across multiple media platforms, with each medium making 
distinctive contributions to our understanding of the world” (Jenkins, 2008, p. 334). The videos hosted 
on YouTube form the core text that these transmedia stories are built upon. However, when looking 
specifically at these videos in their own right, the video format does not have a name. I introduce the 
term mimic vlog to refer specifically to the style of fictional video content that seeks to replicate the genre 
conventions of user-generated vlogs. I point to specific factors that define the vlog format – such as the 
direct mode of address utilised by vloggers, the focus of the video, and the domestic location that vlogs 
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tend to be shot in – as being the cornerstone of the mimic vlog format. Each of these factors has been 
previously identified as characteristics of vlogs in existing scholarly research. 

Burgess and Green (2018) state that in their most basic form, vlogs are typically structured around 
a “monologue delivered directly to camera” (p. 37). Additionally, they write that, while topics range from 
pop culture to the everyday life of the YouTuber, “good storytelling and a direct, personal address have 
always been essential to the genre” (Burgess and Green, 2018, p. 37). This address to camera is typically 
captured in a static position in conversational vlogs (Stefanone and Derek, 2009 in Munnukka et al., 
2019). Where handheld camera shots are used, they tend to be shot in selfie-mode to capture the speaker 
rather than what the speaker is looking at. 

Aran et al. (2014, p. 201) highlight the monologue-like format of a vlog, and Frobenius (2011) 
suggests that one way to distinguish between vlogs and other videos on platforms like YouTube is to 
identify where the focus of the video is. For example, Frobenius (2011) states that “vloggers 
predominantly tell stories or discuss topical events. The focus in a sketch or how-to video is on the 
action” (p. 816).  

The use of private, domestic locations is also a hallmark of the vlog format, with Berryman and 
Kavka (2017) and Hillrichs (2016) highlighting the use of bedrooms as filming locations. The inclusion 
of domestic spaces in vlogs allows for the audience to step into an intimate space in the creator’s life, 
which Berryman and Kavka (2017) argue facilitates a closer relationship between the vlogger and the 
audience due to the personal nature of the space (pp. 311-312). These type of conversational vlogs offer 
a compelling format for creating engaging web series as they benefit from the ways vloggers and audience 
members establish connections and relationships. This connection is accomplished by using these factors 
– such as location and vlogging style – to elicit a sense of closeness. If the authenticity of vlogging lies in 
its “excessive direct address, in its transparent amateurishness and in the sheer volume and immediacy of 
‘conversational’ responses” (Tolson, 2010, p. 286), then mimic vlogs appropriate this authenticity by 
using these same factors to achieve the same result. 

In addition to these formal characteristics, mimic vlogs are similar to a number of existing media 
formats such as parody and mockumentary. Linda Hutcheon (1985) argues that parody does not require 
comedy or satire, but instead exists within the realms of intertextuality, wherein elements of texts can be 
referenced and can create new meanings for audience members with ironic inversion and critical distance. 
As such, we can understand mimic vlogs to be a type of parody of the existing user-generated format of 
a vlog. In writing about mockumentaries, Richard Wallace (2018) notes that “mockumentary [includes] 
texts where the immediate subject matter is fictional, but where the visual style is one that resembles a 
pre-existing mode of non-fiction media, or, significantly, where this style resembles other 
mockumentaries” (p. 8). By this definition, mimic vlogs are a form of mockumentary, as they are fictional 
in subject matter but resemble non-fiction media. 

This interplay between real and constructed texts is essential to recognize, because much of the 
understanding of the ways in which audiences and producers approach parody content and 
mockumentaries can be applied to how audiences and producers understand mimic vlogs. The elements 
that make mockumentary seem real are drawing directly from their more “factual” counterpart; the 
documentary. These elements might include hand-held camera shots, diegetic camera crews, or talking 
heads. Mimic vlogs accomplish the same result by drawing on the elements of user-generated vlogs, as 
I’ve outlined above. Wallace (2018) notes that these aesthetic styles are seen as more authentic, and are 
easily replicable in fictional texts: 

… the aesthetics of factuality are imitable, malleable and unstable … John Parris 
Springer and Gary D. Rhodes call these components ‘“false” signifiers of reality’ 
(2006: 8) because they do not guarantee truthfulness. They ‘signify’ reality 
because they have become associated with documentary and factual forms 
where they are most frequently found. However, they are ‘false’ signifiers 
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because they can be easily imitated, fabricated or falsified. (p. 4)  

These “false signifiers” play a major role in how producers create content that replicates “real” texts, and 
audiences then read that text as authentic because of their ability to decode genre conventions.  

Chandler and Munday (2011) and Wallace (2018) identify Welles’ adaptation of The War of the Worlds 
as an early example of mockumentary. John F. Barber also writes about The War of the Worlds, posing 
the question of whether the play is a radio hoax or an experiment in radio storytelling. Barber (2020) 
argues that The War of the Worlds and other radio plays like it were not intentionally creating panic, but 
were employing innovative story techniques that caused a reaction incidentally (pp. 97-98). The reaction 
was the result of audience members misconstruing the content that they were consuming. The radio 
dramas drew on elements of real radio content as a means of eliciting a response from the audience and 
“seemed real because the reporting narrative styles and break-in news reports they employed sounded 
real, official, and, more importantly, believable” (Barber, 2020, p. 114). A key phrase that recurs in 
Barber’s chapter is the concept of “authentic sounding” content. The integrations of “false signifiers” 
into The War of the Worlds played on audience expectations and produced authentic sounding 
content. Here, the parallel between mimic vlogs and radio plays becomes evident. Both storytelling 
modes draw on expectations the audience has about the type of content they are consuming. Using these 
elements as a means of storytelling is an effective method of drawing the audience in as their perception 
of these elements is coloured by a presumption of authenticity.   

Given vlogs are a form of user-generated content, unlike Welles’ broadcast, it is important to 
highlight the influence that the user-generated content has had on YouTube more broadly. Burgess and 
Green (2018) state that “from launch, YouTube presented itself as a neutral web service for sharing and 
viewing content, rather than as a content producer itself” (p. 18). Over time there has been a shift away 
from YouTube’s role of exclusively hosting content, with the introduction of YouTube Originals in 2016 
indicating a move towards content creation and collaboration with existing content creators to make 
high-scale production projects (Daniels, 2016). The integration of YouTube originals posed new 
challenges in categorising YouTube as merely a host of content, and equally in identifying some content 
creators as making user-generated content. Collaborations further blurred the line between user-
generated content and professionally-generated content, and indeed between amateur and professional 
vloggers.  

Patricia G. Lange (2019) interrogates the relationship between YouTube, its users, and the strategies 
of monetization employed, stating that “monetization changes that reduce control and complicate 
interaction were perceived as threatening to socially oriented – and even some professional – 
participants” (p. 231). Highlighting the amateur to professional shift, Burgess and Green (2018) state that 
YouTube Premium has “increasingly incorporated its formerly amateur star YouTubers ... as drawcard 
content channels” (p. 147, emphasis added). This “home-grown” approach to star recruitment has meant 
that YouTube reaps the rewards of creating its own content while also drawing audiences from those 
user-generated content creators to its original content. However, by creating original content, YouTube 
moves away from its role as an unobtrusive host towards being a major player in the content of the 
platform itself. It is no longer the “neutral platform” it once was. Additionally, financing some 
YouTubers over others creates discrepancies in the transition from user-generated content to 
professionally developed content.  

This shift in the role of YouTube as well as the distinction between professional and amateur 
content is important to note, as it affects how viewers understand content on the platform. Additionally, 
the dichotomy between amateur and professional content is also increasingly blurry when it comes to 
visual character.  Two major factors contributing to this are the technical affordances of the platform 
(i.e., hosting higher definition videos) and the increase in production quality of amateur content (access 
to high quality, consumer-grade cameras and editing software as well as skill improvement over time). 
These factors have resulted in improvements to the quality of amateur content, which has become 
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progressively more professional-looking. This change is complicated further by the fact that user-
generated content and professionally-generated content on YouTube present similarly in terms of the 
platform itself – the platform looks the same regardless of the account posting the content. As such, only 
the content can identify the type of person or group creating it. This content can be the video itself or 
the associated paratexts, including the channel name, display picture, or video description, for example.  

The visual homogeneity of YouTube as a platform means that – as host of various types of content 
– distinguishing different types of content on YouTube relies on the audience’s ability to decode 
individual factors that explain the text they are looking at. This reliance makes the platform rife for mimic 
content, as the opportunities for “false signifiers” of authenticity are numerous, and the content varies 
from channel to channel, and video to video. If producers of mimic vlogs know what to replicate and 
how, it is easy for the videos to blend with the other content on the platform.  

What factors in particular do viewers use to help them identify the types of content they are looking 
at in vlogs, and what kind of signifiers are decoded to categorise them? This paper draws from a larger 
set of data looking at audience responses to mimic vlogs more broadly, but focuses specifically on the 
particular methods that audience members use to identify videos as fictional or not. The aim is to 
understand what audience members look for both within and outside the text that help inform their 
understanding of the text.  

Method 

This research takes an audience-centric approach, focusing on how individual audience members respond 
to videos and the types of things they look for that inform how they read a text. The study is comprised 
of multiple parts to gain better insight into how participants initially respond to the videos, and then how 
they respond to the videos once they know they are looking at a possible combination of user-generated 
and fictional vlogs. Eight participants took part in the study, each a self-identified frequent YouTube 
viewer. These participants were aged between 18 and 34, and were each fluent in English. Given the 
small sample size, this research does not constitute a representational study, but is explorative in its aims 
in an attempt to identify the different responses and methods of the individuals involved.  

Firstly, participants watched a corpus of eight videos, comprised of four mimic vlogs and four user-
generated vlogs. These videos were purposively sampled. Given that mimic vlogs tend to be adaptations 
of existing literary works, the mimic vlogs selected had limited overt references to the original text that 
the web series were adapting. Equally, the user-generated vlogs were comprised of a selection of videos 
that match the types of videos chosen for the mimic vlog corpus. The videos were of a similar length, 
dealt with relatively similar subject matters, and were released at a similar point in time. Bauer and Aarts 
(2000) suggest considering three key factors when establishing a corpus. Firstly, that materials should be 
relevant and have a singular focus. Secondly, that they should be as “homogenous as possible”, and 
thirdly, that they should be synchronous and from one natural cycle (Bauer and Aarts, 2000, pp. 31-32).  
The videos were selected with these factors in mind. Participants watched a single video at a time before 
filling out a survey that asked them specifically about the speaker within the video, and their responses 
to that speaker. This process was repeated for each of the eight videos. Following this, I revealed to 
participants that the eight videos were comprised of two different types of content – mimic vlogs and 
user-generated vlogs. Participants then categorised each of the videos and provided an explanation of 
why each video was categorised accordingly. Additionally, participants provided information on the 
methods they used to identify videos, and reflected on the task in its entirety. 

Following the survey, the collected data was collated using a quantitative and qualitative approach. 
The quantitative data was coded based on how participants rated certain videos, as well as whether the 
participant correctly identified the video in the categorisation task. The qualitative data was analysed by 
coding for key words, ideas, and methods. 
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Some obvious limitations to this research include part of the choices made in the method. Firstly, 
participants were not able to control the mouse or what was on the screen. This was to limit their 
interaction outside the video itself (including sidebars and other links) and with the comments section, 
as these would have given away what was happening earlier in the study thus influencing viewer responses 
to the videos in the latter half of the corpus. This exclusion limits the types of information they could 
have interacted with. For example, below the line comments may very well have been a thing outside the 
text that the audience members used to identify a video. Additionally, it is acknowledged that watching 
these videos in a laboratory environment would also inevitably have some effect on the outcomes. 
Participants were not able to multitask or skip and stop videos early. This limitation means that they were 
likely not interacting with the videos as they normally would. 

Findings 

On average, participants were able to correctly identify 5 out of the 8 videos, with the highest score being 
all 8 videos and the lowest being 3. Participants rated each video on a scale of 1 to 7 both on how 
authentic they thought the speaker was (with 1 being very authentic and 7 being very inauthentic) and 
how likely they were to watch more of each vlogger’s videos (with 1 being very likely and 7 being very 
unlikely). The authenticity rating for the user-generated vlogs was 2.8 out of 7, and participants rated the 
likelihood of watching more of the vloggers’ videos as 4.5 out of 7. In contrast, the mimic vlogs were 
given an authenticity rating of 4.1 out of 7, and a “watch more” rating of 5.4. From these results, two 
major findings arose. The first finding was that participants were on average rating the user-generated 
vlogs as more authentic than the mimic vlogs. Secondly, the fictional stories were less likely to garner 
enough interest from participants to make them want to watch more. Importantly, these ratings were 
given before the participants knew that there was user-generated and fictional vlogs in the corpus. 

The following table shows how each participant scored the videos in terms of authenticity. It is 
colour-coded based on whether the participant correctly (green) or incorrectly (red) categorised the video. 
The three columns on the right give the average authenticity rating for each video; first across all 
participants, and then the average rating of the correct participants, followed by the incorrect participants. 
These columns have been colour-coded based on whether the videos were vlogs (blue) or mimic vlogs 
(yellow). 
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Video 1 
(Vlog) 

3 3 2 1 6 2 2 2 2.6 2 3.3 

Video 2 
(Mimic) 

7 7 3 4 7 6 2 5 5.1 5.8 4.5 

Video 3 
(Mimic) 

2 5 3 3 3 3 4 1 3 4 2.4 
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Video 4  
(Mimic) 

6 7 2 6 5 4 4 2 4.5 4.4 5 

Video 5 
(Mimic) 

4 4 4 5 2 4 6 1 3.8 4.2 3 

Video 6 
(Vlog) 

2 2 3 1 3 3 5 1 2.5 2.2 3 

Video 7 
(Vlog) 

3 3 5 1 4 2 2 1 2.6 2.4 4 

Video 8 
(Vlog) 

6 4 1 3 2 3 5 3 3.4 3 3.8 

 

 

Correctly Identified        Incorrectly Identified                Mimic Vlog             User-Generated Vlog 

Table 1. Responses to the question “How authentic do you feel the person in this video was being? Rate on a 
scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being Extremely Authentic and 7 being Extremely Inauthentic.” 

On average, the mimic vlogs were likely to be correctly identified 59 percent of the time and the user-
generated vlogs were correctly identified 63 percent of the time. As a result, we can see that while the 
participants were more likely to rate the user-generated vlogs as more authentic than their mimic vlog 
counterparts, this has not resulted in a significant difference in the identification task. This result is of 
particular interest as it shows that participants are picking up on something while watching the videos, but 
that this is not necessarily translating to an ability to correctly identify the videos. 

With regards to which of the factors from the videos the participants focused on, the survey 
responses highlight some key results. Firstly, that different individuals come to different conclusions 
concerning the level of scripting evident in individual videos. Some videos have a consensus among 
participants regarding the scripting of a video. For example, multiple participants noted the scripting in 
Video 2 (a mimic vlog) in their survey responses. All of these responses included some variation of “very” 
scripted. Conversely, however, Video 3 (mimic vlog) had five mentions of scripting. Some respondents 
thought Video 3 did not seem scripted, while others said that it did. The final video, Video 8, had the 
three participants who mentioned scripting give it three different ratings. One participant suggested the 
vlogger “was confident to talk without a script”, another suggested that it was “A little scripted, but still 
very comfortable to watch”, while another participant thought the video “seemed fully scripted, but her 
personality came across as genuine”. Scripting is additionally mentioned as part of the reflective task 
where participants were asked what methods they used to categorise the videos, as well as what they 
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looked for inside and outside the video to make their conclusions. Four different participants mentioned 
scripting on five separate occasions. Participants also mentioned the recognition of “storytelling” or 
“stories” five times. Words associated with ideas of authenticity or lack thereof such as “genuine”, 
“natural”, “real”, and of course “authentic”, feature heavily in the survey results. There appears to be a 
divide between the participants who used “authentic” and its synonyms to qualify their survey answers, 
and those who did not. P3 and P8 did not mention these words at all in the initial survey, P5 and P7 
mentioned them only once each, and P5 only did so to outline that they would need to see more of the 
vlogger’s videos to be certain of how authentic the speaker was. This latter result is of particular interest 
as P5 and P8 identified the fewest number of videos correctly.  

The video that was most often misidentified was Video 3, a mimic vlog which is part of the series 
Nothing Much to Do. Video 3 does a particularly good job of marrying an awkward persona with a well-
delivered script. It is not overt in its scripting and mimics the awkward in-between moments captured in 
some amateur vlogs. The mimicking of low production values is inherent in a number of mimic vlogs. 
For example, The Lizzie Bennet Diaries incorporates several “behind-the-scenes” moments into some of 
its early episodes, such as a camera being framed. 

 

 
Figure 1. Lizzie attempts to frame the camera in The Lizzie Bennet Diaries.  

All Rights Reserved: Pemberley Digital 
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Figure 2. Beatrice tries to turn the camera off in Nothing Much To Do.  

All Rights Reserved: The Candle Wasters 

This inclusion is intended to add to the verisimilitude of the scenes. Nothing Much To Do executes these 
moments by including long pauses, trail-off sentences, and a stilted walk towards the camera to end the 
recording (reaching to turn the camera off). Leaving these elements in, combined with the fact that the 
video is the first video in the web series and is therefore full of seemingly innocent “this is my first vlog” 
comments, adds to the realism of the piece. All in all, it is a particularly convincing mimic vlog as the 
actress does a good job at playing a new vlogger. Despite the first-time notions captured in the first 
Nothing Much To Do vlog, some participants noticed a discrepancy between what was being framed as an 
online debut, and the actual quality of the video’s editing. After correctly categorising the video as a 
mimic vlog, P7 stated that the video was “Too well put together for a bored video exercise if it’s her first 
time”. This comment shows a familiarity with the genre’s characteristics as well as a level of media literacy 
needed to note that the level of proficiency was at odds with what was being said in the video. 

Throughout the categorisation task, participants regularly used plausibility as a reason why a video 
was either real or fictional. For example, regarding Video 5, P3 stated that the video was a mimic vlog 
because the “Stories seemed completely fake”. Conversely, P3 said that Video 6 (a user-generated vlog) 
was real because it “Seemed genuine, nothing too out there in what she talked about”. Here there is a 
real reliance on the actual narrative of the video as being a factor in determining the believability of the 
video. Participants sometimes suggested that a video “cannot have been real” or “must have been real” 
because of a story factor. For example, P5 said Video 8 “seemed too bad to parody” and P7 said Video 
1 was “Too mundane to be acting. Too drawn out to be unreal.” Participants used their understanding 
of what typically makes a story, or a user-generated vlog, to identify what types of content would actually 
be made by real people or production companies. Participants felt a boring story must be user-generated 
as they thought something fictional would be more interesting. Conversely, they felt that a video that 
appeared too far-fetched must be fictional, because they questioned the point of a “regular” person 
making that up. However, this approach is flawed. A number of participants use this same approach to 
come to the wrong conclusion. In contrast to P7’s response to Video 1, P3 said “No one talks this way, 
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seems like a curious topic” and incorrectly categorised the video as a mimic vlog.  
Moving beyond story-based factors that influenced how participants categorised videos, the 

methods that participants self-reported in the reflective task were numerous – though notably one factor 
in particular was repeatedly mentioned. Half of the participants identified that they used some variation 
of intuition to tell them whether a video was user-generated or a mimic vlog. Additionally, when they 
answered the questions regarding specific factors inside and outside the video, all participants were able 
to list at least a few factors. That said, highlighting intuition over these specific factors may tell us 
something about how viewers consume content.  A few different terms were utilised to describe this 
intuition, including “gut feeling”, “overall ‘feeling’ of the video”, “intuition”, and “28 years of human 
interaction”.  

Following the broader question around methods of categorisation, participants were asked 
specifically what they looked for inside and outside the videos that helped them decide how to categorise 
the videos. Inside the videos referred specifically to things within the frame of the video, ranging from 
factors like the acting and mise-en-scéne to the actors themselves. Outside the video referred to things 
outside the frame, such as the channel name, the number of views the video had, or the recommended 
videos.  

As discussed earlier, scripting came up repeatedly in response to this question. Multiple participants 
pointed to the background and the staging of the video as an indicator of the type of video they were 
looking at. P6 in particular stated “I think if the background looks disorganised I thought it was real”. 
Editing was also pointed to, however participants who highlighted this factor did not provide much detail 
about what exactly it was about the editing that aided their conclusion. Aspects of the acting came up 
frequently, as participants highlighted the communication style of the speakers as well as their 
mannerisms. P7 mentioned that they paid attention to where the speakers were looking in the videos and 
said they noticed “Whether they were darting their eyes around. Grounded people (real people) look at 
you when telling the truth”.  P8 also mentioned some more specific YouTube video conventions such as 
whether the video had an intro, an end card, or a particular greeting as a factor used to classify types of 
content. 

With regard to elements outside the video itself, there were a few recurring factors that came up. 
Two participants noted that they did not notice much outside the video itself, with P1 stating that it 
“Could have been easier to spot if I was in control of the video”. This is the direct result of some of the 
choices made in the methodology. By limiting the control of the mouse, participants could only divert 
their attention to a few places. With that said, some participants still listed other elements outside of the 
video that contributed to how they made their categorisations. These elements included the number of 
likes and views the video had, the titles of the video, and the YouTube recommended videos. 

The use of elements like the title of the videos and the YouTube recommended videos was 
problematic for some participants. The fourth video shown to participants, a mimic vlog called ‘Steady 
State’ from Merry Maidens, featured “Ep. 3” in the title. No participants actively mentioned this in their 
responses to any of the questions, including those who highlighted the titles of the videos as something 
they noticed outside of the videos themselves. All four of the mimic vlogs included the name of the series 
they were from, which again, no participants appear to have noticed. All four of the user-generated vlogs 
had fairly innocuous titles that did not include the name of the vlogger or channel.  

A number of participants noticed the related videos that YouTube recommended, either in the 
suggested videos on the right hand side of the screen or in the recommended videos end screen after the 
video finished. P6 said that “Seeing recommended videos at the end suggested [the videos] were real”. 
With this in mind, other videos from the Nothing Much to Do series frequently came up in the end screen, 
and each of these featured a number in the thumbnail related to the episode number. 
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Figure 3. A screenshot from Nothing Much To Do showing the recommended videos on the right hand side. The 

thumbnails for the recommended videos all include NMTD and the episode number.  
All Rights Reserved: The Candle Wasters 

None of the participants stated that these numbers or the inclusion of “Ep. 3” in the title of the fourth 
video contributed to how they categorised the videos, though multiple participants mentioned the 
recommended videos. This is where the methodology influences some of the results, as participants may 
have noticed more details of these recommendations or video titles if they had more time to absorb these 
details.  

Discussion 

This research builds on existing scholarship, highlighting how audiences read texts in different ways 
depending on context and individual understandings of texts. Semiotic theory, including Stuart Hall’s 
encoding and decoding theory, demonstrates that signs and codes are open to interpretation and that the 
polysemy of different signs means audiences can read the same thing in different ways (Hobbs, 2011; 
Hall, 1980). Additionally, audience studies and reception theory research supports this concept of 
audience interpretation and investigates the factors that influence various readings (Livingstone and Das, 
2013, pp. 105-106). While it is perhaps not overly surprising, it is still striking that individual audience 
members can come to vastly different conclusions based on the same piece of information; either because 
the piece of information was used in a different way, or because that information meant something 
different to each participant. Here, participants are making judgements of truthfulness, authenticity, and 
reading codes to tell them what they are looking at. In a number of these examples, participants utilised 
their previous experience to determine if a factor meant a video was a mimic vlog or a user-generated 
vlog. Participants often came to different conclusions about what type of video they watched as they 
decoded elements as possible markers of authenticity or fictionality. We can see clearly how audiences 
read multiple qualities of the text, not just the narrative or the speaker, but equally how they read 
production qualities, design, and format as well. 

This research worked with participants who self-identified as “frequent YouTube viewers” in 
YouTube’s key demographic area of 18-34 year olds. These are participants who are very digitally literate. 
Yet there are still clear ways that they viewed the texts differently. Within this group, individual levels of 
familiarity with the genre of vlogging still varied, which influenced the success rates of the participants.  
This variability supports the theory of semiotics in audience research and poses questions about how we 
can best support viewers in questioning and interrogating content that appears trustworthy on platforms 
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that feature use-generated content so heavily. 
The amateur qualities that audience members identify as being emblematic of user-generated 

content are easily imitable “false signifiers” of authenticity. Using quality as a determining factor for 
identifying content is challenging, as high quality user-generated content does exist – as does low quality 
fictional content. The logic of judging low quality content as user-generated makes sense given the history 
of its equivalency with amateur content, but this logic is easily manipulated to make mimic vlogs seem 
more realistic. Distinguishing between a well-executed amateur aesthetic and a legitimate amateur piece 
is difficult, and on a platform such as YouTube, – which hosts a combination of many types of content 
– mimicking an amateur aesthetic facilitates producers creating misleading media. 

These “false signifiers” have different connotations in an online space than they might in more 
traditional media formats. A large part of this difference is a result of the platform and the visual 
homogeneity of its content. Platforms that host user-generated content (such as YouTube, TikTok, and 
Instagram) are prime locations for this kind of replica content because it can blend so well. Additionally, 
it is an interesting way to tell new stories and re-imagine old ones. Certainly, not all of it is malicious, and 
many of these videos do sign post that they are fictional content. However, the affordances of some 
platforms mean that when videos play without their full context, it can be difficult to see or notice this 
signposting. For example, watching a video that auto-plays in the YouTube homepage strips the viewer 
of access to the description box unless the viewer clicks through to the video in full. As a result, viewers 
may catch portions of videos and not know exactly what they are looking at. 

While mimic vlogs as a format were in their prime throughout the mid 2010s, as a concept they are 
still worthy of investigation and analysis. “False signifiers” of authenticity are replicable and therefore can 
be – and are – used on other novel and emerging platforms. Similar replica content already exists on 
TikTok. For example, TikTok user @princessgumby shares videos re-enacting scenes from Hamlet 
echoing the YouTube series Nothing Much to Do’s adaptation of Much Ado About Nothing discussed earlier 
(Galbiati, 2022). Equally, individuals acting as original fictional people also exist with one company, 
FourFront Media, quoted as creating and scripting for 22 fictional TikTokers (Haasch, 2021). While this 
research looked specifically at mimic content on YouTube, its findings provide us with a strong 
foundation to continue research into similar content on newer platforms such as TikTok. 

Conclusion 

In an online sense, fictional content on platforms such as YouTube and TikTok positions audience 
members to be more vulnerable to misreading signs. As these findings show, not all fictional content will 
be misinterpreted, and a portion of the audience will know when something is false. That said, identifying 
what kinds of information viewers look for is integral to establishing safer practices on these sites. 
However, if viewers are using the same elements reasons to come to different conclusions, it raises the 
question of what is the best approach to increase literacy and reduce harm? An answer to a question of 
this scope is certainly beyond the remit of this paper, but this research highlights some of the reasons we 
must ask such questions. It is nonetheless important that we investigate how audiences approach these 
videos as replica content exists in many formats. As new platforms emerge, this kind of storytelling will 
continue to catch unsuspecting viewers off guard. 

While mimic vlogs might not have the same kind of obvious impact as something like a malicious 
deep fake, this article illustrates the ease with which even simple media formats can be mimicked, 
resulting in viewers misidentifying the content they are watching. Understanding the ways that viewers 
interact with and identify content is crucial to ensuring we can better educate media users about 
interacting with media online, regardless of the perceived level of risk of that content. The “false 
signifiers” of authenticity that are prevalent in mockumentaries clearly have a similar impact in mimic 
vlogs and are easily manipulated and exploited.  Therefore, by imitating the conventions that develop 
trust and intimacy in a user-generated vlog, fictional mimic vlogs highlight how even experienced 
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YouTube viewers struggle to identify differences between authentic and inauthentic content online. This 
emphasises the ways in which viewers are vulnerable to more malicious types of media as a result of 
unreliable markers of authenticity. Understanding how this vulnerability works in YouTube mimic vlogs 
allows us to consider similar approaches to other types of replica content online – particularly on 
emerging platforms where user-generated content is the norm, and where storytellers can equally make 
and share their content. 
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Abstract 

Romance is communicated in an unusual way in digital gaming. The systemisation of one of the most 
complex and nebulous social engagements, that of romantic love and relationships, often leads to stilted 
encounters and the prioritisation of sexual interactions. For AAA RPGs, dialogue acts as the primary 
arbiter of romantic relationships. But dialogue prompts often do not fully convey what will be said by 
the characters. To compensate for this communication shorthand, some developers have decided to 
include “dialogue icons”. This is any picture, symbol or image representation that occurs next to a 
dialogue option. These icons are supplementary tools to aid communication and imply tone where it may 
have been vague. Dialogue icons have become more common in the RPG genre in recent years, but how 
they can affect a player’s experience of a game has been critically overlooked in the scholarship. Through 
a close textual reading of CD Projekt Red’s 2020 game Cyberpunk 2077, I analyse the impacts of these 
dialogue icons. Drawing on work from Domsch (2017), Rusch (2009) and Shaw (2014), I look at how 
these dialogue icons serve as a tool of clarity for players, and how this drastically alters the tone and 
control of in-game romantic subplots. I evaluate the effectiveness and power of this ludic 
communication, as well as the impact on the narrative and player experience. Ultimately, I find that while 
dialogue icons do give players the ability to curate their experience by clarifying if an encounter will be 
romantic in nature, they ultimately diminish the game’s ability to represent social complexity and all but 
eradicate the possibility of unplanned queer in-game encounters. Communicating romance is not an 
altogether simple task for developers, and it is worth thinking about how these tools impact play. 

Keywords 
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Introduction 

In CD Projekt Red’s 2020 game Cyberpunk 2077 players can form in-game romantic relationships with 
Non-Player Characters (NPCs). Like any romantic relationship, they are often filled with emotional 
nuance. Players will spend hours getting to know an NPC as “friends” – understanding their fears, 
struggles and goals. If a friendship is allowed to develop, players will have the option to begin a romantic 
relationship with them. Usually, this comes in the form of dialogue options – players need to make the 
right choices and say the correct things. But this choice is not always clear from just the dialogue options 
provided. Take this encounter with Judy – a romanceable NPC in Cyberpunk 2077 – after going on an 
intimate diving excursion, Judy breaks down and appears upset. After relaying the disappointment and 
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worry she feels for her friends who have been attacked, she apologises to the player character (named 
V), explaining “I didn’t want to tell you… Wanted this to be just our day”. Judy moves her hand on the 
PC’s (Player Character’s) leg, and the player must select one of the following dialogue options:  

PC-V (Option 1):  [Touch] It is ours 
PC-V (Option 2): [Lean Away] Bad idea 
PC-V (Option 3): [Comfort] Why didn’t you tell me? 

The player now has the challenge of working out which answer will further the relationship. The second 
option of telling Judy that her affection is a “Bad idea” would most likely be read as rebuffing the 
advances, but is it possible to accurately know the difference between the first and third option? To 
combat this ambiguity, game developers have started to include “dialogue icons” – small pictures, 
symbols or image representation that acts as supplementary communication in aid of dialogue options. 
In the aforementioned example, there is a small image of lips placed next to Option 1 that identifies it as 
the romantic option to the player.  

This article critically considers the impact that dialogue icons can have on a player’s experience of 
romance in a AAA role-playing game (RPG). I use “AAA” to refer to games produced by major 
publishers with high development and marketing budgets. RPGs are games where players are allowed to 
take on a character to play as within a narrative. Often there is a large degree of choice in terms of who 
that character can be relative to other genres. RPGs offer choices that allow the player-character to 
assume different roles depending on their play style. Cyberpunk 2077, the case study I have chosen for 
this article, is one of the most high-profile examples of a recent AAA RPG. The player assumes the role 
of V, a mercenary living in the hyper commercialised Night City. The marketing of the game placed a 
particular emphasis on its romantic gameplay and hypersexualised game-world. It is a useful case study 
for this article because it is a rich textual site that offers insight into dominant cultural perspectives about 
relationships in digital gaming. This article considers the in-game impacts of dialogue icons and the 
broader implications they have for how romance is represented in Cyberpunk 2077.  These impacts may 
manifest in other AAA games with romance experienced mainly through dialogue as a mechanic. I begin 
by arguing that dialogue icons give players information to curate their own social experience in the game. 
This may give a feeling of agency that Sebastian Domsch (2017, p. 261) argues is extremely appealing. 
Drawing from Rusch’s (2009) idea of the experiential metaphor, I then argue that dialogue icons take 
away complexity from the game by wrenching players out of the experience rather than further immersing 
them. I then consider some of the broader implications these dialogue icons have for the representation 
of queer sexuality in games like Cyberpunk 2077. There is the possibility for dialogue icons to be used by 
players as a sort of “warning” for queer romances. Ultimately, I conclude that dialogue icons exert a sort 
of covert power over the player’s potential for narrative exploration and engagement.   

Defining the “Dialogue Icon”  

As there is little scholarship that provides close analyses of dialogue options in games, and almost nothing 
looking at dialogue icons specifically, it is worth drawing from adjacent fields in digital communication. 
More specifically, the study of emoticons and emojis provides a useful base for this research. According 
to Jospeh Walther and Kyle P. D’Addario (2001), emoticons can be described as “graphic representations 
of facial expression” (p.324). These were initially created using the QWERTY keyboard and may include 
a wink, a smile, or a sad face. These have been used in Computer Mediated Conversation (CMC), like 
instant messages and emails. Emoticons are considered to work as substitutes for the “nonverbal cues that 
are missing from CMC in comparison to face-to-face communication” (Walther and D’ Addario, 2001, 
p.324). Different studies have indicated the effectiveness of being able to “fill in the blanks” of CMC when 
it comes to these icons and emotions (Oleszkiewicz et. al., 2017; Brito et al., 2020; Cherbonnier and 
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Michinov, 2021). The degree to which emoticons accurately illustrate emotions in digitally mediated 
conversation is debated, but what is generally agreed upon is that their initial purpose to convey or 
supplement an emotion that the author feels is not fully illustrated through text alone (Cherbonnier and 
Michinov, 2021). Emoticons are similar but distinct from the emoji, which arguably builds from the initial 
goals of the emoticon. In their 2016 work, The Semiotics of Emoji: the rise of visual language in the age of the Internet, 
Marcel Danesi explores the function of the pictogram and what it offers discourse. Danesi (2016) describes 
the purpose of an emoji as falling into one of two functions: the Phatic function, and the Emotive function 
(p. 21). The Phatic function is a form of small talk, something to buffer communication and fill silences, 
while the emotive function is to illustrate a feeling or emotion, in a way that is negotiated differently in 
online spaces. As Danesi (2016) claims:    

Conveying one’s state of mind (opinion, judgement, attitude, outlook, 
sentiments, etc.) is a basic need in discourse exchanges. To use another of 
Jakobson’s (1960) terms, emoji usage entails emotivity (consciously or 
unconsciously in addition to the phatic function). This is defined as the use of 
discourse structures (words, intonations, phrasings, etc.) to portray one’s state 
of mind. (p. 22)    

Danesi notes that face-to-face communication has many more prosodic tools that allow for subtle tonal 
clues to direct and inform discourse. While the Phatic function of emojis is worth understanding, the 
emotive function is what is most relevant to the analysis of dialogue icons in digital games. It provides a 
useful framework to uncover the underlying emotive connotations that are attached specific dialogue icons. 
Different games will often use slightly different dialogue icons for the same type of response. For example, 
Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014) uses a “heart” to indicate a possible NPC romance while Cyberpunk 2077 uses 
“lips”. Placing emphasis on the emotive function of specific dialogue icons is useful to identify how these 
icons can set distinct player expectations for a romantic questline. Danesi’s work provides a solid 
foundation for understanding the function of icons as they are expressed in digital games, but there are 
also differences in how these emojis operate, and it is valuable to engage fully in what icons mean in video 
games.  

As RPGs shifted away from voice-less protagonists during the mid-2010s and included fully voiced 
main characters, they would often cut down the dialogue options shown on screen. The player could be 
prompted with a text option that could simply say something like, “I’ll help”, but the actual, audible 
dialogue that the player character might speak is, “I’ve got some time, when I pass by that way I’ll go and 
help”. This dialogue shorthand meant that at times players felt they were misunderstanding the tone of 
what might be said (Walker, 2015). Some developers tried to compensate for this by offering icons next to 
dialogue options to indicate tone. Some games, like Dragon Age Inquisition, had a whole range of icons that 
indicated multiple different emotions including sad, mad, confused, anxious, and scared. This is the more 
involved option when it comes to the use of emotive symbols, and not every RPG during this period 
would offer this. The one symbol that AAA RPGs that engaged with romance tended to always include 
was a love heart, indicating this was the dialogue option that would start a relationship with an NPC. 

There is no agreed-upon system of discussing these dialogue icons. Both scholars and developers use 
different words to articulate similar ideas. Assassins Creed Odyssey (2018) uses the term “icons in dialogues” 
to refer to the pictures next to their dialogue and includes a short tutorial text bubble explaining what the 
images refer to. Cyberpunk 2077 uses the term “dialogue symbols” for its icons. Mass Effect Andromeda (2017) 
uses the term “conversation symbols” to refer to the icons next to its dialogue. This game went for an 
explicit “tone” system, removing ambiguity for players who want to know the outcome of their dialogue 
choice.   Some games use icons but do not acknowledge their existence, like Witcher III: The Wild Hunt 
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(2015). Notably, they are considered something inherent that the player presumably will understand 
without explanation.  As a result of these inconsistencies from game to game, scholarship on this specific 
facet of ludic communication also varies. In their work looking at the Dragon Age II (2011) courting system, 
Peter Kelly (2015) describes the heart symbol next to its dialogue option as an “icon” but not specifically 
a dialogue icon (p. 63). Other scholars will discuss the dialogue options but with scant reference to the 
icons next to the options (McDonald, 2015; Sliwinski, 2017; Tomlinson, 2021).  

For the purposes of my discussion and research, I will refer to these as dialogue icons. This term 
encompasses what I will look at when it comes to these symbols, and I would argue is the most fleshed 
out in terms of in-game explanations.  I am taking this term from Dragon Age II, as I believe this game was 
the first AAA RPG to use these icons consistently, and the game names them as dialogue icons. Therefore, 
for the purposes of this research, I will define a dialogue icon as any picture, symbol or image 
representation that acts as supplementary communication in aid of dialogue. These icons are not wholly 
responsible for illustrating the communication taking place. But what they do achieve is articulating tone 
and emotionality where the dialogue included may come across as vague. dialogue icons should not be 
confused with action instructions that tend to come in brackets and describe what actions will take place. 
Icons that indicate action instructions in dialogue are closer in line with stage directions, in that they will 
explain the particular action a character will take if you select this option, and I will refer to them as such 
from now on. 

It is important to distinguish dialogue icons and action instruction in-game dialogue, as they are 
different and will sometimes be used concurrently. These dialogue supplements are ultimately 
accomplishing different things. Dialogue icons are conveying tone in an ambiguous and subjective way 
that may lead players to expect varying responses. Action instructions are telling players explicitly what will 
occur, like this example mentioned earlier from Cyberpunk 2077 while talking to Judy Alvarez: 

JUDY:  I didn’t want to tell you...Wanted this to be just our day...    
PC-V (Option 1):  [Touch] It is ours    
PC-V (Option 2): [Lean Away] Bad idea    
PC-V (Option 3): [Comfort] Why didn’t you tell me?      

The brackets above indicate the action a player will act out if the dialogue is selected. The character will 
move or react in the scene, and the developers are signalling this to the player. Unlike the dialogue icon, 
there is no ambiguity with these stage directions – the player will know what is written is what will happen. 
Interestingly, there are also dialogue icons in this scene. They are lips, a chair, and a pointing finger. In 
terms of what a player might interpret from these icons, there is a lot less opportunity for explicit inference. 
Instead, these carry with them connotations – reminiscent of Danesi’s discussion of emotive functions –
developers are hoping players will pick up on.  In the example above, there is an image of lips next to 
Option 1, but this dialogue selection will not result in an immediate kiss. The chair is connected to Option 
2, but this will not result in the characters leaving a chair or resume sitting in a chair. The pointing finger 
is connected to Option 3, but again this will not result in the character V literally pointing a finger at Judy. 
Instead, a player is supposed to infer meaning, something that is not clarified in-game.     

Lips in Cyberpunk 2077 seem to denote kissing and by extension are saved for an interaction that will 
lead to romance. The chair is likely supposed to indicate an empty chair, therefore metaphorically leaving 
someone or pushing away from them, which is why this is usually an icon saved for players functionally 
saying “no” to an option. The pointing finger seems to indicate a platonic touch will occur. Crucially, these 
icons are left up to the player’s discretion when it comes to interpretation, as the direct consequences are 
not made clear. Instead, they are an attempt to imply tone and add another layer to the interaction for the 
player. Dialogue icons and stage directions are trying to achieve subtly different things and for these 
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reasons should be separated when discussed. However, I contend that they both act as dialogue aids that 
seek to clarify tone and physicality respectively. 

Dialogue Icons in Cyberpunk 2077  

Interestingly, Cyberpunk 2077’s romance dialogue icon is not a heart, as is the case with most other AAA 
RPGs. In game studies, the heart acts as a contentious symbol that is constantly being negotiated. Shira 
Chess (2015) describes the heart as a “sublime tool of digital play” (p.217). They outline five different 
hearts players will encounter in games include the regenerative hearts, emotive hearts, consumptive hearts, 
narrative hearts and decorative hearts (Chess, 2015, p. 232). For the purpose of this discussion, dialogue 
icons that are hearts would fall into the emotive heart category. The emotive heart, according to Chess 
(2015), “implies game love – most commonly the love that non-player characters have for the avatar” 
(p.234). Essentially, the heart is a representation of romantic love here. When used as a dialogue icon it 
denotes a romantic pathway is being chosen and clues the player character that they will most likely not be 
having a platonic relationship with this NPC.     

There has been a relatively clear attempt to steer away from the heart as a dialogue icon in Cyberpunk 
2077. Lips are not unheard of as a representation of romance. There are often different connotations that 
come from lips that Cyberpunk was trying to evoke. As Alison Bartlett (1993) writes:     

Lip-sticked lips are often (lip)read as carrying unseemly sexual messages. (Even 
lip-reading carries negative, second-rate connotations of reading lips rather than 
hearing what’s being said through the primary medium.) Painted lips 
metonymically stand for painted woman. Not for nice girls. Tarts paint their 
lips red (red tarts) – red is read as advertising. (p. 51)    

Lips then are likely to be read as more sexual than the heart is. Danesi’s (2016) work on emotive functions 
is quite useful to unpack the distinct connotations that “lips” have.  In this case, we can understand the 
emotive function of lips as enabling a more sexual understanding of a possible romantic response. For the 
most part, these lips emphasise the hypersexualised world of the Cyberpunk genre. This style tends to 
bleed into most aspects of the design. The icon may have also been selected as purposefully more vague 
and less consistent with most other games of the genre. As this icon is used for selected sexual encounters 
with the “Joytoys” (Cyberpunk’s sex workers) it may have been intended as a catch-all symbol for the 
initiation of a sexual encounter, however, this symbol is not always a direct precursor to sexual encounters. 
As such, there is often a sort of a tension between the emotive function of “lips” as dialogue icons and the 
actual encounter within the game. Either way, the lips are distinct from most other games that offer 
romance, but their function is the same as the heart.     

Cyberpunk 2077”s dialogue icons are not limited to those mentioned earlier. Two separate 
classifications work in tandem and sometimes overlap. There are dialogue symbols that relate to a 
character’s personality and are directly tied to their upgradable traits such as reflexes, cool, intelligence, 
body, and technical ability. These symbols are guarded by the level you are at in that particular trait; for 
instance, the player may need to have even points in the “cool” category to select a dialogue option that 
calms someone down.     

The other classification is relationship symbols. There is the previously mentioned romance or sexual 
symbol (indicated by lips), and a friendship symbol (indicated by interlinked hands). These occur for either 
a romantic dialogue option or to indicate that the character will be about to engage in a sex scene. Usually, 
during the climax of a romantic side quest, both these symbols will be attached to dialogue options that 
will either continue or discontinue the relationship. Much like the character trait symbols, the romance 
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symbol is guarded by the gender selections that are chosen during Cyberpunk 2077’s character creator screen. 
However, this is made significantly less clear to the player and can only be deduced through repeated 
playthroughs. Notably, these kinds of symbols are used more sparingly in other parts of the game. Many 
times, during other side-quests it would make sense for a friendship symbol to occur, but in their absence, 
the player is left to decide whether the dialogue option will cement a friendship. It seems that when it 
comes to romance, there is something different going on that must be more explicit than other 
interactions.   

Not every game in this genre feels the need to broadcast so clearly what the consequences of a player’s 
dialogue choice would be. Persona 5 includes multiple romance options with unique dialogue encounters 
that do not have an icon system. The Witcher III: Wild Hunt also doesn’t have a symbol next to its dialogue. 
However, if there is no symbol used, there is often some kind of indicator that implies the result a dialogue 
option will bring or a kind of numbered system. For example, Persona 5 includes a ranking system that has 
a “lovers” level, to tell the player they are engaged in a romance with this character. The Witcher III: Wild 
Hunt uses brackets to indicate what action a player would take. 

The question of why developers feel the need to so clearly flag the resulting actions or reactions of 
the dialogue option is worth considering. Michele Dickey (2005) argues that video games can establish 
“emotional depth through the use of symbols” (p. 76). This builds on Chess’s idea of “emotive hearts” as 
icons to elicit or demonstrate an emotional connection between character and NPC. While this cannot be 
discounted, there may be other motivations for these icons, especially when it comes to icons that directly 
relate to romance. Developers may be using dialogue icons to strengthen emotional connections with 
characters, but it is very clear that players are not only concerned with deepening these relationships. They 
are also concerned with who these relationships are with, and in particular who their character is having a 
romantic connection with. 

Players of RPGs will often have preferences for their character’s romantic partner. Entire articles on 
gaming news sites are devoted to who are the supposed “best” and “worst” romance options in games 
(Stalberg, 2021). Players are fond of their player characters and their chosen relationship and will develop 
deep emotional attachments (Chess, 2015). However, I argue that players are not only concerned with who 
they do connect with romantically – they are also concerned with who they do not.  

A critical example of this is in Cyberpunk 2077 is the update file, Patch 1.3, which contains, among 
many other gameplay tweaks and bug fixes, a longer-lasting image of two characters during a quest that 
they were prominently featured in. These two characters, Skye and Angel, are “dolls” that, within the game 
world, are functionally used as sex workers and companions. The protagonist eventually finds themselves 
in need of extracting information from them to find the whereabouts of another key character. V and 
either Skye or Angel can also engage in an intimate exchange where V’s insecurities and fears are discussed 
while lying down on a bed.    

The choice of either Skye or Angel is up to the player. In order to show which character is which, 
the game offers you images of the two on an in-game computer screen. But when it comes time to choose 
between them via dialogue option these images disappear, and the player is left with just two names. Many 
players found the names gender-neutral, and there were some who were unhappy with their selection 
(Gach, 2021). Some players jokingly titled the choice the “hardest in the game” and many agreed, which 
led to headlines about male players “accidentally boning guys” (Gach, 2021). Videos of players (almost 
exclusively heterosexual men) reacting in horror to selecting what they considered to be “wrong” character 
were getting thousands of views. This got so much traction that Patch 1.3 explicitly addressed this with a 
note saying: “Automatic Love-screen with pictures of Skye and Angel will be displayed substantially longer, 
making it easier to choose between the two”. 

Here we see an actual reaction from the developers to stop any chance of players engaging in 
“accidental” queerness. This is the context I would include before further exploring how dialogue icons 
affect the narrative and player interaction, as I do not think these tools are only used to endear players to 
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the characters. They are also used to curate an experience, one that at times makes strange barriers 
depending on who is the focus of a romantic pursuit. 

“Customer’s Always Right”: Curating Romantic Gameplay with Dialogue Icons 

I contend that dialogue icons several key purposes from a gameplay perspective. The most straightforward 
is that they are a mechanism for players to curate their experience. They allow for players to truly develop 
and foster the relationship they want without misunderstanding or missing out on a romance with a 
particular character. This is perhaps the most common use for the dialogue icon. The second purpose is 
that it is a way to streamline the romance side-quests and allow players to move through them faster. This 
builds on the idea that the dialogue-heavy RPGs of the 2010s became more focused on signifying their 
romances rather than challenging the player to navigate these social systems and cues for themselves. This 
approach can simplify romance subplots, remove agency from NPCs and nuance from interactions. This 
simplification of romance brings with it concerning consequences. Dialogue icons can steer players away 
from potentially engaging with queer relationships. As mentioned earlier, there are players deeply 
concerned with their character’s relationships and especially appalled at the prospect of queer encounters. 
I do not suggest the reasons these dialogue icons are in the game are due to just one of these purposes. 
Rather, I contend that in Cyberpunk 2077, dialogue icons have a significant impact on the player’s experience.  

I will first explain how these dialogue icons change a player’s experience by allowing them to curate 
their character’s romantic relationships. Drawing from Sebastian Domsch’s (2007) work on understanding 
dialogue in video games, I argue these mechanics allow for choice and a sense of control. As Domsch 
(2017) explores, “the appeal of branching dialogue structures is the feeling of agency it gives to the player” 
(p. 261). Players derive pleasure from being offered options to curate their experience, and dialogue icons 
provide clarity about the consequences of these dialogue options. This process is often slightly different 
depending on which game you are focusing on, but the same principle usually applies. A player will talk to 
a character and get to know them, usually participating in the friendship/affection mechanics to grow 
closer to an NPC and dialogue icons will appear next to the dialogue options. In games this icon is often 
a heart, but it can be other icons (in Cyberpunk 2077 this icon is lips). This icon lets players know that this 
dialogue tree will result in an intimate relationship with the character. These icons may show up from the 
player’s first interaction with a character or before specific physically intimate moments, like a kiss or a 
sexual encounter.    

After a certain number of interactions with an NPC, eventually there will be a moment where the 
player is presented with a dialogue option that will achieve two things. The first is that it will cement the 
relationship in the game story, which is important for the ending of the main narrative. Secondly, it will 
allow the player to back out of what will be a sexual encounter. Take for example the scene depicted in 
Figure 1. This scene is between the player character and River Ward – who is male and only interested in 
a heterosexual relationship – who has just implied they are romantically interested in V. The options 
provided clearly allow a player to choose what the state of the relationship is. The “lips” symbol will initiate 
a kiss and eventually a sexual encounter which will cement the relationship. Selecting the second option 
will lead to the end of the romantic relationship with no opportunity to rekindle it.   
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Figure 1. Player options to either kiss River Ward or decline his advances in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020).  

( © CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 

As mentioned earlier, Cyberpunk 2077, like other games of the genre, are giving players the chance to 
curate their experience and make sure the outcomes are as desired. This is not the only option available 
to developers to demonstrate that players are entering into a romantic relationship, but it is one of the 
more overt choices as there is a precedent for players who “might skip the story or cutscenes when they 
feel that those get in the way of gameplay” (Tondello et al., 2019, p. 390). Having a symbol that stands 
out relative to the displayed text means that a player who is “skipping” or missing content will still be 
able to shape their experience.  

This could be framed as developers allowing players to have as much information as possible 
before making choices, but the impact on the experience and narrative is worth considering further. 
Aside from the fact that these icons are not always consistent, dialogue icons can have the impact of 
removing the mystery from an NPC interaction.  There is a simplification of mechanics that occurs here, 
arguably so that more players can experience the romance they want without having to reload a save file. 
Though the goal may be simplification, what actually occurs is a removal of romantic nuance, something 
that is critical when dealing with interpersonal relationships and establishing connections between player 
and characters.   

Creating meaningful and engaging interactive romantic storylines in games has many potential 
pitfalls. Codifying certain aspects of romantic interaction can feel cold and stiff as it will reduce 
relationship-building to a few choices and buttons. But if there are no options it will feel as though the 
player is not involved with the interactions. Toeing this line between interactivity and passivity is not a 
simple task, and different games use different communication tools to make players feel like their choices 
have consequences.  

To understand how dialogue icons influence a player’s engagement with romantic sub-plots as well 
as lessening the emotional impact of decisions made, I will consider the structure of a possible player 
romance with Panam Palmer – a female character that is only interested in heterosexual relationships. 
As far as Cyberpunk 2077 goes, the romance with Panam Palmer is one of the more involved when it 
comes to meeting certain objectives within her quests. There are several interactions that must be chosen 
to continue the romance. Additionally, a quest must be done within a certain time limit. What is notable 
about Panam’s storyline is that the player will have to initiate the romance and be rebuffed once. This 
occurs during the quest “Riders on the Storm”, after the player character and Panam are stuck at an old 
motel to escape a dust storm. Panam and V are bantering about the state of the hotel as well as if their 



 
45 • Platform: Journal of Media and Communication 

Volume 9.2, ANZCA Special Issue (2022): pp. 37 – 54 

 
 

  

“stay” has been enjoyable, with V momentarily taking on the character of a hotel concierge.  V will then 
ask her to take if she has everything she needs, and she replies in the affirmative while extending her legs 
onto V’s lap:  

PC-V:   Pleased with your stay ma’am?  
PANAM:   Mmhmm… I couldn’t ask for more  
 
V can then respond with three options:  
 
PC-V (Option 1):  You’d be more comfortable with your shoes off, ma’am.   
PC-V (Option 2): Think I’m getting ready to turn in for the night.  
PC-V (Option 3): Maybe getting a bit too comfortable.   

The second two end the interaction, and a relationship cannot be pursued later. The third leads to Panam 
declining to take off her shoes. V then responds that she deserves to take a break and Panam questions 
what this might entail,  

PC-V:   Nonsense, with a day as full as today, you deserve to kick 
back. 

PANAM:   Oh? And what did you have in mind? 
PC-V (Option 1):  [Touch Panam’s thigh] You’d be more comfortable with 

your shoes off, ma’am. 
PC-V (Option 2): You choose. Customer’s always right. 
PC-V (Option 3): A good, long sleep. 

Again, the third option here will result in the scene ending, and both characters going to separate beds, 
unable to pursue the romance any further. This is especially interesting considering what the other 
options lead to. Even though only Option 1 has stage directions, both will result in touching Panam’s 
thigh. This is because, as Figure 2 shows, there are “touch” dialogue icons. If the first or second dialogue 
option is selected, Panam will still rebuff the player’s advances asking V not to “spoil” the evening (see 
Figure 3).   
 

 
Figure 2. V’s initial attempt at starting a romantic relationship with Panam in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020).  
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(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 
 

 
Figure 3. Panam rejects V’s advances in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020).  

(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 

It’s worth noting that, while there are dialogue icons (especially the “touch” icon in this case), there is 
no “lips” icon, because it has a slightly different meaning. The conclusion of this scene includes no overt 
romantic interest that is requited, but this scene is still critical in continuing to pursue a relationship with 
Panam. The player must essentially select either dialogue option that leads them to be rebuffed. 
However, they do not know this at this point. In the mind of a player, it may seem as though they have 
made a wrong choice – that they have potentially misread either the situation or Panam’s attitude.   

The next playable scene is the morning after, where the player has the option to question Panam 
about last night and apologise. This option can be missed but does not end the romance. If the player 
selects this, Panam will explain how she is “not like that”, to which V will ask what she “is like”. Panam 
will then grab the player by the collar and kiss them, leaving quickly afterwards. 

Later in the game, there is another moment where V and Panam discuss their budding romance. 
Panam acknowledges that she is used to not getting too involved when it comes to romantic partners, 
and would rather protect the friendship V and her have: 

PC-V:  [Stand by window] Missed you, pretty bad. 
PANAM:  Oh… this means…     
  Wait, just-just wait. This is not how we usually talk.  
 
V can then continue the conversation and question where the relationship is 
heading: 
    
PANAM:  Listen V, I believe I know where this is going. 
PC-V: And, not to your liking? 
PANAM: No it’s not that. I also wanted to talk about it, just… not so 

openly. My plan was to tiptoe around, test the waters, then retreat 
back into my shell.  

Compared to other romantic subplots in the genre, getting to know Panam in an intimate sense is one 
of the more in-depth experiences the game has to offer.  While this is helped by the fact that Panam and 
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her Nomadic group are central to the overall plot (unlike the other four romance NPC options) this is 
not the only reason. There are real moments of pause and clarity, as well as discussions that acknowledge 
uncertain feelings and the difficulties that relationships contain when there has been trust broken 
previously. However, all of this nuance builds to the “climax” of the relationship, which is broken by 
the choice for the player being a binary “yes” or “no” – the yes identifiable by “lips”.   
 

 
Figure 4. Panam Palmer’s romantic “climax” in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020). 

(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 

The “lips” dialogue icon almost always indicates that a sexual encounter will occur, meaning that despite 
attempts at offering nuance, the player can know with certainty the consequences of their choice. The 
other option here is a declining of the sexual activity, which does end the romantic interactions with 
Panam, but notably does not have another icon connected. Again, the focus is on the lips and the 
continued undermining of the social complexity of romance.  When discussing what this relationship 
means to Panam, she and V have this exchange:   

PC-V: Sounds like a plan. What went wrong? 
PANAM: It seems you saw right through me. 
PC-V: Didn’t have a clue how you would react. You’re not the 

only one shooting around in the dark.  

The irony here is that Panam is the only one shooting around in the dark. The player may not have 
realised it yet, but they have been given tools to know exactly when romantic overtures are going to be 
reciprocated. The dialogue icons, specifically the lips, will almost always result in a successful sexual 
encounter. The “touch” icon will result in physical contact and is usually an option at some point in a 
romantic subplot that will indicate interest. “Shaking hands” is used to denote a friendly exchange or 
the possibility of becoming friends. The player may not know exactly what will come out of selecting 
“lips”, but they can reasonably assume that something romantic may occur. Doris Rusch’s idea of the 
experiential metaphor of games is apt here. The experiential metaphor is the “phenomenon of 
understanding a gameplay experience as a physical visualisation of abstract ideas such as emotional 
processes or mental states” (Rusch, 2009, p. 6). Essentially, they reflect real-life experiences in games 
that players will recognise, and this can help to understand the experience of the game further. Rusch 
uses this as an example of how games can be more complex in nature than often attributed, and I would 
argue this is true for the early stages of the Panam relationship. But once the “lips” icon appears, this 
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exchange feels more like pressing a button for sex; a transaction, rather than an in-depth relationship. 
Rusch argues that if a game “feels like a relationship … it might be about relationship” and in this 
moment, using these icons, the game feels transactional. This is where romance in video games tends to 
take a separate approach. While audiences for other mediums like television, literature or film should be 
understood as active, these mediums do not offer the same capacity for ergodic engagement with 
characters and romantic plotlines as digital games do. Once a player has the option to impact narrative 
and engage in romance, there is a strange codification of the process of romance. This is where tools 
like “dialogue icons” start to crop up. There is a removal of the unknown that comes with social 
interaction between people, particularly one like romance. As Laura Hatch (2021) writes:   

Romance is the genre of uncertainty. But it is also the genre of trust. Romance, 
in my understanding, is a narrative form that tests human relationships over 
time within settings defined by both exposure to the extremes of chance and a 
sense of underlying intentionality or order … romance extends beyond genre 
to encapsulate a mode of being in the world that combines heightened 
embodiment and passionate excitation with a sense of proximity to a sublime 
realm of ideas that take unexpected shape in the implements and attitudes of 
everyday life. (p. 5)  

Essentially what Hatch is articulating here is the unknown that characterises romance. Romance as a 
genre and socially governed state of being includes a high degree of unknowns. Part of the pleasure of 
the genre is that, despite being formulaic, there is still a hint of mystery with each scene. When it comes 
to romance in the everyday, the unknown and uncertain elements are what make it recognisable and 
often complex. These “dialogue icons” found in Cyberpunk 2077 may help to indicate emotional tone, 
but they potentially simplify interactions down to “correct” and “incorrect”, which makes developing 
meaningful connections with characters more challenging. The dialogue in the scene with Panam is 
therefore incongruous with the mechanics of the dialogue system, and the “experiential metaphor” is a 
muddled and strange one. Panam heartfully expressing her previous hesitation and lack of certainty with 
intimate relationships rings hollow while the player is being iconographically told exactly what the 
responses they select will lead to. If the purpose of the “dialogue icons” is to simplify the process so 
players feel accomplished, the impact of this loses the nuance of social interaction when it comes to 
portraying romance. 

Dialogue Icons as a Barrier to Queer Romance 

I contend dialogue options have implications for how queer sexuality is engaged with in digital games. 
As mentioned earlier, the “lips” dialogue icons usually indicate that the interaction will result in a 
romantic and or sexual encounter between the player character and the NPC. The only time this will not 
occur, is if V does not meet the prerequisite gender preferences for a partner the NPC may have.   

 There also should be some consideration that in Cyberpunk 2077, “dialogue icons” show up at 
different times depending on which character whose romantic side-quest you are looking at. The critical 
point-of-no-return icon signifying a romantic relationship occurring according to the game is arguably 
the “lips” which show up for all fully fleshed out romances with Judy, River, Panam and Kerry. If we 
look at the images of occasions where the “lips” show up in the game side by side, they are functionally 
similar with a few minor differences. 
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Figure 5. “Lips” in Panam’s romance in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020). 

(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 
 

 
Figure 6. “Lips” in River’s romance in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020). 

(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 
 

 
Figure 7. “Lips” in Kerry”s romance in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020).  

(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 
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Figure 8. “Lips” in Judy’s romance in Cyberpunk 2077 (2020).  

(© CD Projekt Red and CD Projekt) 

Immediately it is obvious that all the “main” romance storylines include the “lips” symbol. However, 
there are some clear similarities and differences. In Figures 5 and 6 we can see that, when it comes to 
the heteronormative characters (Panam and River), players have only one other option other than to 
engage in sexual activity, and that is a statement that does not have a “dialogue icon” attached. Players 
are therefore left to speculate on what that means for the two characters’ relationship going forward. 
When it comes to non-heteronormative characters, (Kerry and Judy) however, there are other “dialogue 
icons” helping to clearly evoke tone and meaning, leaving less room for speculation and interpretation 
on behalf of the player. Kerry even has the “shaking hands” icon used to denote friendship. V has the 
“sitting” icon next to her romantic rejection interaction with Judy, implying physical distance will be put 
between the two women. This begs the question of why the developers are being so careful to make it 
explicit which answer will lead to which outcome with these characters. It is worth drawing from Anna 
Anthropy's idea of a “gay button” (as cited in Adrienne Shaw, 2014, p. 34) as to why these options are 
different for non-normative representations of sexuality and romance. Adrienne Shaw builds on the 
analogy of the “gay button” in gaming as a means of including representation. This metaphorical button 
is something the audience must “press” in order to see characters whose sexuality is anything other than 
heterosexual. By “press”, Anthropy and Shaw (2014) mean there are tasks the player must do in order 
to see characters of other sexual orientations. Shaw (2014) argues the presence of gay characters is often 
hidden unless certain dialogue options are selected, hence the “gay button”. They note this means the 
“burden of representation is on players themselves” (Shaw, 2014, p. 35). Extending this further, I would 
argue dialogue icons only serve to aid a player to potentially omit queer representation from their 
experience. Players are not left with the possibility here that, though the relationship may not turn sexual, 
it may still be romantic or retain the possibility for later intimacy – like that which the lack of icons for 
River and Panam implies. This begs the question why Judy and Kerry merit having this extra emotive 
tool. The only notable difference between the two characters that sets them apart from Panam and River 
is that Judy and Kerry are queer characters that V can engage in a non-heteronormative relationship 
with. In this way emotive tools like “dialogue icons” and stage directions are being used to indicate to 
the player that they will be picking the “queer” option, thus potentially eliminating it from some player’s 
experience altogether.  

Further illustrating the perceived intention of developers for players to avoid queerness, Kerry and 
Judy are also the only two out of the four romances to have a timed interaction. In Figures 7 and 8 there 
is a red bar above the dialogue options that indicates how much time a player has before the interaction 
will either be selected for them, or the game will assume no interaction is chosen, thus losing the chance 
at having a sexual encounter. Here we have “dialogue icons” that make sure the player is fully informed 
of the consequences of the choice they are making, as well as giving them less time to act on it compared 
to their heteronormative counterparts. In this way, I argue “dialogue icons” serve to flag to the player 
when their character might become intimate with a queer character, as well as gatekeep who is likely to 
engage with the romance. These icons are subtle, but the way they are framed should not be ignored. 
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Shaw’s idea of the “gay button” is still prevalent, albeit morphed and harder to detect. Queer 
relationships are given subtle barriers in the form of dialogue icons and are heavily signposted to make 
sure no one stumbles into anything non-heteronormative (Shaw, 2014). As the reaction Skye and Angel’s 
gender-neutral names demonstrated, creators of Cyberpunk 2077 may still be using covert tools to pander 
to a queer-averse player base.  

Conclusion 

Dialogue options in Cyberpunk 2077 make things clearer for players and allow them to make more 
“informed” decisions about character relationships. I argue their impact is more complex than it might 
first appear. Dialogue is presented as mechanic. But with the addition of icons, it appears more like a 
tool to frame a scene with sexual content, rather than have an intimate, revealing moment with a 
character that brings complexity to a narrative. There is an argument to be made about informing the 
player how their actions might affect the narrative and impact their idea of who their character is. As 
demonstrated, knowing the difference between whether an interaction will have a specific outcome can 
affect a player’s immersion and enjoyment. If a player sees their protagonist having a particular 
relationship with a character, something as simple as a kiss can dramatically alter how they view their PC 
and other NPCs. It is worth questioning whether these icons are truly effective representations of the 
consequences of their corresponding dialogue option. “Lips” almost always lead to a sexual encounter, 
but the inclusion of an icon of lips does not mean a player can assume further physical intimacy will 
occur.  Clarification is difficult to achieve even with the help of these emotive tools. I would argue that 
this supposed clarification outweighs the removal of subtle, meaningful, and intimate interactions. As 
exemplified by the Panam romance, there is an overriding of emotional nuance and intimacy as these 
dialogue icons fill in the blanks where romance occurs. As Hatch (2015) explains, “… representing love 
through icons or by rolling die is a problematic way to synthesise something that is traditionally seen as 
spontaneous or unpredictable” (p. 21). 

While there is a lack of clarity regarding the specificities of an in-game romance, these dialogue 
icons are still clear indicators of broader, upcoming romantic or sexual content. From this perspective, 
we can see the possibility for them to remove the complexity of a player’s interaction with an in-game 
romance system. In addition, they could even serve as a subtle dog whistle that gives players with 
reservations about queer relationships the tools to avoid them entirely. I do not dispute that players 
should be informed of what the result of an interaction might be, but it may be worth considering 
alternative options to dialogue icons alone. Telling through interaction and gameplay is imperative, but 
it may be worth including options to turn these icons off. It is again worth considering Hatch’s (p. 5) 
words: “I believe romance is a type of education, an education that happens through experience, and 
experience is the keyword in this: how do we conceptualize the human experience within a world both 
governed by necessity and chance?” (p. 5).  

Romance certainly acts as a form of education in games, but these icons potentially make the 
education a strange, if straightforward, one. Without changes, RPGs with romance included may 
continue to take a more simplified approach to social interaction that is famously complex, subtle, and 
unpredictable.  In essence, the use of dialogue icons to communicate love in digital games can have some 
problematic implications. I have demonstrated that, while no relationship in a digital game can be truly 
“organic”, dialogue icons diminish a game’s ability to represent social complexity and all but eradicate 
the possibility of unplanned queer in-game encounters that are not actively sought out by the player. 
While outside of the scope of this paper, future studies might investigate how players themselves use 
dialogue icons as a tool to circumvent digital games representation of queer characters, even in non-
romantic settings. Though on the surface clarifying dialogue options and codifying romance could be 
argued to empower players with greater information to draw from, it is at the expense of complex 
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demands of a satisfying romance narrative and the potential for unplanned and educative player 
experiences.  
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Abstract 

This article builds on a research project examining news values, journalistic practices, and media power 
in Australia and Malaysia. These two countries differ from each other in socio-cultural, religious, regional, 
political perspectives, and journalistic practices but share the presence of indigenous people, appreciation 
for multiculturalism, and increasing numbers of older people. The comparison of journalistic practices – 
Asian-based development journalism and Western journalism practices – along with other differences, 
especially socio-cultural values, provides the rationale for the selection of these two countries. The study 
draws on Fairclough’s three-dimensional critical discourse analysis and Caple and Bednarek’s discursive 
news values analysis to explore the discursive practices of journalists in providing voices and prioritising 
different actors in news stories. 99 news articles from 8 mainstream Australian newspapers – The Age, 
The Sydney Morning Herald, The Australian, The Advertiser, The Daily Telegraph, The Courier-Mail, The Herald 
Sun, and The Canberra Times – and 5 English-language Malaysian newspapers – New Straits Times, The Malay 
Mail, The Star, The Borneo Post, and The Sun – published between January 2011 and December 2013 are 
selected as the dataset in this study. The study finds that reference to elite persons remains a uniform 
news value in both Australian and Malaysian newspapers, indicating the role of journalists in reflecting 
and reinforcing the status quo, and the imbalance of power in society. This dominant news value amongst 
journalists tends to silence those who are not conceived as newsworthy or seen as less newsworthy, such 
as older people. While the dominance of elites can be linked to social norms in Malaysia that prevent 
challenges to the social hierarchy and the maintenance of a high regard for people in authority such as 
political leaders, the discursive practices of Australian journalists do not align with their role to provide 
a uniform forum for the exchange of ideas, as elderly Australians are given limited opportunities to be 
active participants. 

Keywords 

News Values, Older People, Malaysian Newspapers, Australian Newspapers, Journalistic Practices, 
Discourse Analysis. 

© Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Australia licence.  
Introduction 

Th This article builds on a research project examining news values, journalistic practices, and media 
power in Australia and Malaysia. These two countries differ from each other in socio-cultural, religious, 
regional, political perspectives, and journalistic practices, but share the presence of indigenous people, 
appreciation for multiculturalism, and increasing numbers of older people. The ageing population is on 
the rise at the global level and in the countries that are the focus of this study. According to the latest 
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World Population Ageing report, there were 703 million people aged 65 years or older worldwide in 2019, 
projected to be 1.5 billion – one in five people worldwide – in this age group by 2050 (United Nations, 
2020). Increased lifespan has contributed significantly to the number of older persons globally as, in 2020, 
life expectancy at birth reached 72.3 years (United Nations, 2020). This also applies to Australia and 
Malaysia. Australia has an average life expectancy of 81.2 years for men and 85.3 years for women 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). For Malaysians, the average life expectancy is 78.3 years for 
women and 73.2 years for men (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2021). 

This study aims to explore the news values in action in Australia and Malaysia to explore the role 
of journalistic practices, institutional routines, and socio-cultural values in providing voices and 
prioritising different actors in news stories, particularly marginalised people such as older people. The 
comparison of journalistic practices – Asian-based development journalism and Western journalism 
practices – along with other differences, especially socio-cultural values, and the presence of an 
increasingly ageing population provide the rationale for the selection of these two countries. 

News values are “qualities of the news” (Hough, 1988, p. 3), the ideological factors (Cotter, 2010, 
p. 67) that help to determine which events are worthy of becoming news and which are not (Westerståhl 
and Johansson, 1994, p. 72), and are applied by news workers to choose the structure and order of 
reporting (Bednarek and Caple, 2014, p. 136). News values today are based on the work of Norwegian 
sociologists Johan Galtung and Mari Ruge, who presented a “taxonomy of news values” in 1965 (Harcup 
and O’Neill, 2001, p. 262). The document listed a set of news factors (values) that made international 
events news in Norwegian newspapers. The twelve news values proposed by Galtung and Ruge (1965, 
p. 70) were “frequency, threshold, unambiguity, meaningfulness, consonance, unexpectedness, 
continuity, composition, reference to elite nations, reference to elite people, reference to persons, and 
reference to something negative”. 

While there have been variations in the news values, signalling changes in understandings of 
newsworthiness over time, the significance of Galtung and Ruge's work remains momentous as their 
taxonomy continues to be reviewed, cited, scrutinised, and criticised even fifty-seven years after its 
publication. Other prominent contributors to the conceptualisation of news values include Bell (1991), 
Itule Anderson and Simon (2006), Cotter (2010), Caple and Bednarek (2015, 2016), Harcup and O’Neill 
(2017), and Bednarek (2016, 2017, 2019). The contribution of many media researchers to the 
conceptualisation of news values signifies the importance of news values in the field of journalism. 

As there is no single set of values that make “news (worthy)” (Bednarek and Caple, 2014, p. 136), 
the selection of certain news values over others depends on numerous factors, including the impact of 
journalists’ schedules, such as deadlines (Schultz, 2007), the effect of owners and commercial pressures 
(Caple and Bednarek, 2015), the influence of “habitus” (Bourdieu and Wacquaint, 1992, p. 133), and the 
economic, political and social context in which media institutions operate (Fowler, 1991). It can be said 
that news is both an “individual product and an organisational product” (Becker and Vlad, 2009, p. 59), 
implying that news reports may partially reflect organisational, economic, and socio-cultural values 
(Weaver et al., 2009), rather than what the public needs. 

The study utilises critical discourse analysis (CDA) combined with discursive news values analysis 
(DNVA) – developed by Monika Bednarek and Helen Caple (2017) – to analyse news articles from 
Australia and Malaysia retrieved through an online search using Factiva, a useful research tool and home 
to a global news database. According to DNVA, news values can be seen as discursively constructed, and 
newsworthiness becomes a quality of texts. Moreover, this approach identifies words and expressions in 
a text or dataset that may potentially establish newsworthiness (Bednarek and Caple, 2014, p. 145). 

News Values and Marginalised People 

The existing literature demonstrates researchers’ interest in analysing different dimensions of news 
values, such as cognitive (Van Dijk, 1988), social (Fowler, 1991), and discursive (Bednarek, 2016, 2017, 
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2018; Bednarek and Caple, 2012, 2014, 2017). Previous studies reported that newsworthiness is 
constructed linguistically. However, the potential news value of events depends on multiple factors, 
including economic, social, and ideological values of society (Van Dijk, 1988, pp. 120–121), the socio-
political environment in which journalists operate (Lange, 1984), and the given sociocultural system that 
assigns them value (Bednarek and Caple, 2017, p. 51). Makki (2019), accordingly, reported that the 
construction of news values in Iranian newspapers aligns with and reflects the sociocultural values 
prevalent in society. Carvalho (2008, p. 17) argues that “journalists hold a significant power of discursive 
construction of social issues as they are in the position to grant or deny other social actors framing power 
of these issues”. 

The history of exploring social issues associated with marginalised people in news media can be 
traced back to the 1970s (Carvalho, 2008, p. 161) when the Glasgow University Media Group and the 
Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies reported less neutrality, partial, and restricted 
reality (Philo, 1999) in news reports. Syvertsen (2010) argued that media is considered a space that 
generally does not provide adequate room for older people. Other researchers around the world have 
reported similar findings. For example, Weicht (2013) analysed the Australian press and reported a lack 
of voice and negative images of older people in Australian newspapers. Chen (2015) argued that negative 
stereotypes of older people were dominant in Taiwanese newspapers. Bai (2014) stated negative images 
of older people in both Western and Asian countries, and Raman et al. (2008) maintained that the 
stereotypical association of old age with health is prevalent in both Indian and American advertisements. 
Similarly, most recent studies reported the under-representation of older people in Australian news media 
(Thomson et al., 2022; Imran, 2021); they are portrayed as passive and voiceless in Australian and New 
Zealand news media (Imran and Bowd, 2022; Morgan et al., 2021), dependent on families in Malaysian 
news media (Imran, 2022), and in stereotypical languages in both mainstream media (Fealy et al., 2012) 
and social media (Meisner, 2021). Van Dijk (2007) linked such practices with journalists’ routines, such 
as “biased newsgathering, biased language, and biased topic choices” (pp. 2-3). Bednarek (2019) stated 
that news values play a role in the distribution and prioritisation of views, which according to Bell (1991) 
makes up a professional value system reflecting and reinforcing dominant societal ideologies. The same 
newsworthiness models can be applied to news reports from different countries (Shoemaker and Cohen, 
2012). However, there may be differences in the way that journalists report (Weaver and Willnat, 2012) 
and prioritise news values depending on how they view journalism. 

 Journalists and Journalism Practices  

Journalists can position themselves only within the confines of the social space or workspace that 
surrounds them (Bourdieu and Wacquaint, 1992). This means that they follow internalised and 
institutional journalistic practices as well as understandings and conventions of professional practice 
more broadly – as part of the terms of their employment – which may vary amongst media institutions 
(Dent, 2008). Other factors that influence media include state censorship, high entry cost, media 
concentration, corporate ownership, mass-market pressures, consumer inequalities, advertising influence, 
a rise in public relations, news routines and values, unequal resources, and dominant discourses (Curran, 
2002, pp. 148-151). 

Previous studies (see, for example, Shoemaker and Cohen, 2012; Weaver and Willnat, 2012) 
reported significant differences in the way that journalism is perceived and practised in different parts of 
the world, particularly coloured by the national media system. For instance, on the one hand, Australian 
journalists following the Western conception of journalism see themselves as a watchdog on government 
(Josephi and Richards, 2012, p. 124), defending “the public interest” (Breit, 2008, p. 509), and providing 
a forum for the exchange of ideas and opinions (Wilding et al., 2018, p. 20). On the other hand, the 
Western conception of journalism is discouraged in Malaysia as it is deemed to be contrary to Malaysian 
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values (Ismail and Ismail, 2014). Instead, development journalism is promoted in an effort to de-
Westernize journalism in Asia (Xiaoge, 2009). In development journalism, journalists see themselves in 
a constructive partnership with the government (Xiaoge, 2009), nation-builders (Romano, 2005), and are 
expected to report on events that have positive values for society and humanity (Muchtar et al., 2017) 
rather than criticism, which is “deemed dangerous in the context of politically frail and culturally divided 
countries” (Waisbord, 2009, p. 149), such as Malaysia. 

It is worth clarifying that while the Western concept of journalism is discouraged in Malaysia, and 
Bednarek and Caple’s (2017) discursive news values analysis (DNVA) approach has mostly been applied 
to Western media, Makki (2019) used DNVA to analyse news values in Iranian newspapers. Similarly, 
Lim and Loh (2022) used O'Neill and Harcup’s (2009) set of news values to analyse Malaysian media. 
Othman and Tiung (2009) also applied O'Neill and Harcup’s (2001) approach to explore and compare 
newsworthiness in Malaysian and British newspapers. Therefore, by focusing on Australia and Malaysia, 
this study does not only provide a cross-cultural comparison of news values and the way that journalism 
is practised – Western journalism versus development journalism – adding an extra layer of novelty; it 
also attempts to explore whether journalistic practices reflected in the form of news values are the 
reflection of journalism education and the broader view of journalism in each country. 

Methodology 

To explore journalistic conventions and the role of journalists, media institutions, and social factors in 
providing voices and prioritising different actors in news stories, this study brings together two 
approaches to analyse newspaper articles, including critical discourse analysis (CDA) and discursive news 
values analysis (DNVA). The main components of Fairclough’s (1995) approach to CDA are (a) a 
description of the linguistic properties of texts, (b) an interpretation of discursive practice which consists 
of the relationship between the text and its production process, and (c) an explanation of discursive 
practices and social practice. The discursive news values analysis (DNVA) approach by Bednarek and 
Caple (2017) focuses on a close analysis of linguistic elements in the construction of news values in a 
news report. According to Caple and Bednarek (2016), “news values are constructed discursively in the 
course of news production, a perspective that focuses on how news production texts (press releases, 
interviews, published stories, …) construct the newsworthiness of an event, issue or news actor through 
language, photography, layout, and so on” (pp. 437-438). The set of news values proposed by Caple and 
Bednarek (2016, p. 439) incorporate “negativity, timeliness, proximity, superlativeness, eliteness, impact, 
novelty, personalisation, consonance, and aesthetic appeal”. 

The discursive nature of Caple and Bednarek’s (2016) approach aligns with Fairclough’s approach 
to critical discourse analysis as it provides backing to the analysis of discursive practices. As discursive 
practices vary from institution to institution and country to country, exploration of news values in 
operation provides insight into journalistic practices because news values indicate the perceived 
newsworthiness of an event and the people reported in news articles. In addition, the analysis of news 
values aligns and reinforces the interpretation of discursive practices and social practices of critical 
discourse analysis. Discursive practice – influenced by societal forces, for example, political systems and 
media institutions – is seen as a significant form of social practice that focuses on how the author of a 
text draws on existing discourses to produce texts (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 62). By using both 
approaches together, it becomes possible to identify phrases, expressions, and words in news reports that 
may potentially establish newsworthiness. Such forms are labelled “pointers” to newsworthiness 
(Bednarek and Caple, 2014, p. 145). 

Although the DVNA approach mainly focuses on “how” rather than “why” news values are 
constructed or construed in news texts. Fairclough’s CDA provides the answer to “why”, as it helps the 
author understand the effect of social and institutional practices on the language used by journalists to 
construct newsworthiness, within the broader contexts of socio-cultural differences and the way 
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journalism is practised in each country. The analysis is largely concerned with the discursive practices of 
news writing, including the structure of news stories, as news text is arranged in “perceived decreasing 
importance” (Bell, 1991, p. 154), who is quoted, who is only referred to, the presence/absence of 
competing views (Breen et al., 2017), the positioning of quotes in the news story – i.e., a headline that is 
designed to attract readers’ attention and addresses both the reader and the content of the news story 
(Richardson, 2007), the lead paragraph with the facts sequenced descending in importance thereafter 
(Burns, 2013) or towards the end of a news story, and linguistic cues constructing different news values 
(Bednarek and Caple, 2017). 

Sampling and Time Frame 

The corpus built for this study consists of 99 news articles from eight mainstream Australian newspapers 
– The Age, The Sydney Morning Herald, The Australian, The Advertiser, The Daily Telegraph, The Courier-Mail, The 
Herald Sun, and The Canberra Times – and 5 English-language Malaysian newspapers – The New Straits 
Times, The Malay Mail, The Star, The Borneo Post, and The Sun – published between January 2011 and 
December 2013, a period of significant amendments to aged-care policies in Australia and Malaysia. 

In Australia, an aged care reform package was introduced in April 2012 in a Federal Government 
report entitled “Living Longer Living Better - Aged Care Reform package” (Department of Health 
Australian Government, 2012). The report was followed by an Act of Parliament in 2013 - the “Aged 
Care (Living Longer Living Better) Act 2013” (The Federal Register of Legislation Australian 
Government, 2013). In Malaysia, the study sample reflects intensive coverage of amendments to the 
national policy for older persons in Malaysia introduced on 5 January 2011 (Department of Social 
Welfare, 2011) and ageing-related conferences held in Malaysia or actively participated in by the Malaysian 
government. For example, Malaysia hosted the 1st World Congress on Healthy Ageing, in cooperation 
with the World Health Organisation (WHO) and The Malaysian Healthy Ageing Society (MHAS), in 
Kuala Lumpur from 19-22 March 2012 (World Health Organisation, 2012). 

The reason for the selection of the time frame is based on Fairclough’s (1992) data selection strategy 
of focusing on “moments of crisis” because of their potential to highlight aspects of routine practices 
that might otherwise go unnoticed (p. 230). The keywords “older person”, “ageing”, “elderly”, and “aged-
care reforms” are used to identify reports. The initial search returned over two hundred articles in the 
selected newspapers. All the reports were read and reviewed to determine if they dealt with ageing and 
the elderly in the context of aged-care reforms. The review resulted in the elimination of 85 articles that 
did not deal with these topics. In the next step, the remaining articles were categorised according to 
mastheads and were reviewed again to eliminate any duplication. At this stage, 17 items were found to 
be identical; the same story by the same reporter was printed in multiple newspapers. Only the first 
version of the story in the search results was added, and the rest were removed from the dataset. 

After the removal of irrelevant articles and duplications, the final dataset consists of 99 news articles 
published from 2011 to 2013 in 8 Australian and 5 English-language Malaysian newspapers. There are 
61 news articles from the Australian press, and 38 from the Malaysian papers. There are multiple reasons 
for the discrepancies in the sample size, including the limited accessibility of Malaysian newspaper 
archives in online databases such as Factiva, availability of Malaysian newspapers’ archives in Australian 
libraries and also in the National Library of Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur – the researcher travelled to Malaysia 
to gain full access to the newspaper’s archives. Moreover, there is a difference in the number of English-
language newspapers in the two countries. While most newspapers in Australia are published in English, 
newspapers in Malaysia are available in three main languages of Bahasa, English, and Chinese. English-
language newspapers make up a significant proportion of media enterprises as they beat other newspapers 
in circulation in some urban areas, even though Bahasa and Chinese newspapers lead in terms of overall 
circulation in Malaysia (Audit Bureau of Circulations Malaysia, 2018). For instance, the readership of 
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English language newspapers exceeds their counterparts in federal territories and metropolitans such as 
Kuala Lumpur – the national capital and the largest city in Malaysia – and Putrajaya – the federal 
administrative centre (Audit Bureau of Circulations Malaysia, 2018). The sample consists of a diverse 
range of articles ranging from front-page stories to analysis, commentaries, editorials, and feature articles 
with varying word counts: Australian articles ranged from 538 to 1079 words, with an average of 538 
words, and articles from Malaysian newspapers ranged from 175 words to 1016 words, with an average 
of 428 words. 

Findings 

Analysis of articles from selected Australian and Malaysian newspapers reveals discursive techniques used 
by journalists in reporting issues associated with aged care, older people, and the ageing population, 
including the prioritisation of news actors’ voices, positioning of quotes in the news story, lexical choices, 
and other linguistic resources – labelled as pointers by Bednarek and Caple, (2014, p.145) – used in 
establishing newsworthiness. While the news articles selected for this study relate directly to older people, 
their voices are largely excluded in both Australian and Malaysian papers – only 13.3 percent of news 
reports in the Australian newspapers and 13.1 percent in Malaysian press included the voices of older 
individuals. 86 percent of the articles in the dataset revolve around the statements and actions of elites. 
What has been included and excluded, what is foregrounded and what is left in the background shows 
the discursive practices of media professionals (Fairclough, 1995, p. 47). The next section discusses 
typical examples of pointers from the dataset that are used to establish newsworthiness: Eliteness, Impact, 
Negativity, Personalisation, Proximity, Timeliness, Superlativeness, Consonance, and Unexpectedness 
(Bednarek and Caple, 2017). 

News Values in Australian Newspapers 

Eliteness 

Eliteness as a news value refers to the high status of individuals, organisations, or nations involved in an 
event or issue (Caple and Bednarek, 2016, p. 439). This is one of the most frequently constructed news 
values in the corpus as a reference to elites and linguistic instances exceed other news values and their 
pointers in news articles. Eliteness in Australian newspapers is signalled by references to powerful and 
prominent figures such as then-Prime Minister Julia Gillard, then-Minister for Ageing Mark Butler, then-
Opposition Leader Tony Abbott, government officials, leaders of different organisations (such as Aged 
and Community Services Australia and the Business Council of Australia), providers of health care, and 
business experts. In particular, Julia Gillard was given the loudest voice as she was cited more than twenty 
times, including front-page coverage, multiple headlines, and six times in lead paragraphs of news articles. 
Some of the headlines citing the then-Prime Minister include: 

1) PM’s bid to avert crisis in aged care (Lunn, 2012) – The Australian 
2) No place like home: PM’s aged care plan (Grattan, 2012) – The Age 
3) PM to unveil user-pays changes to aged care (Probyn, 2012) – The Age 
4) PM pushes home care for dementia victims (Grattan, 2012b) – The Age 
5) Funding changes a safe bet for Gillard (Scott, 2012a) – The Courier-Mail 

Other examples from the dataset showing references to elites include: 

JULIA Gillard’s aged-care overhaul will ignore expert economic advice (Maher 
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& Lunn, 2012) – The Australian 
 
The government avoided the policy the Productivity Commission laid out 
because it is political poison (Van Onselen, 2012) – Sunday Telegraph 
 
Opposition Leader Tony Abbott said “the Coalition supports a reform process 
in aged care (Kenny, 2012) – The Advertiser 
 
 An Aged Care Financing Authority will approve the level of lump sum payment 
or equivalent regular payment to ensure it reflects value for money (Grattan, 
2012a) – The Age 
 
Association chief executive Paul Carberry said the providers were being 
victimised by the Government (McGregor, 2012) – The Advertiser 

From the above excerpts, it can be maintained that the Australian journalists incorporated and prioritised 
the views of politicians and aged care providers over elderly people, and those elites discussed the impact 
of aged care reforms. These results endorse the findings of Weicht (2013), who contends that “others 
define needs of care for the older people” (p. 195). The unequal distribution of voices represents and 
reproduces social dominance and hegemony (Van Dijk, 2007). 

Impact 

Caple and Bednarek defined Impact as the high significance of an event or issue in terms of its 
effects/consequences (2016, p. 439). The news value Impact in the sampled news reports is generally 
constructed in relation to the economic impact of an increasingly ageing population on the Australian 
economy. The analysis of the dataset shows that the pointers used by journalists in most reports indicate 
a negative impact on the increasingly ageing population, as exemplified by the following excerpts. 

Same old story: grey growth will push the nation’s economy into the red (Irvine, 
2012) – The Sydney Morning Herald 
 
The shift towards greater user-pays in the overburdened sector is designed to 
reduce the growing long-term costs of aged care as Australia’s population faces 
a demographic time bomb (Maher and Lunn, 2012) – The Australian  

 
Better-off people will face … higher charges, in a sweeping reform of aged care 
that will boost federal funding by $577 million over five years (Grattan, 2012a) 
– The Age 

It can be argued that the ageing population in Australia is not only portrayed negatively but that the 
discussion of consequences of this increase also shows widespread social attitudes towards the elderly as 
newspapers can reflect the social mainstream (Mautner, 2008) – “what is both acceptable and socially 
thinkable” (Aldridge, 1994, p. 35). It can also be noted in the above excerpts that in some instances, 
journalists combined more than one news value to enhance the newsworthiness of the event and to 
convey the message about the magnitude of the negative impact of an increasingly ageing population on 
the Australian economy. For instance, Impact, Negativity, and Superlativeness are combined in the above 
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excerpts to report on the effect of the increasing ageing population on the Australian economy. 

Negativity 

The negative aspects of an event or issue are referred to as Negativity by Caple and Bednarek (2016, p. 
439). Negativity as a news value is constructed by using negative lexis to report about older people, the 
ageing population, aged care reforms, the negative impact of an increasingly ageing population, and the 
suffering of older people due to lack of quality and staff shortage in the aged care sector.  

Aged care reform ‘fails to fix staffing shortfall’ (Peatling and Tomazin, 2012) 
– Sunday Age 
 
When it comes to fiscal challenges facing the nation… the problem of ageing is 
something we all aspire to ... there is a substantial fiscal cost that goes with it 
(Van Onselen, 2012) – Sunday Telegraph 
 
We’re blithely accepting of the “burden of an ageing population” (Lang 2013) 
– The Courier-Mail 
 
Quality of care ‘missing’ from reforms (Wells, 2012a) – The Age 
 
 As more baby boomers retire, these problems will only increase (Scott, 2012b) 
– The Courier-Mail 
 
Australia’s population faces a demographic time bomb (Maher and Lunn, 2012) 
– The Australian  
 
Shifting more of the financing burden on to care recipients can make sense, but 
exposes older Australians to significant financial risk (Ergas, 2012) – The 
Australian  

It can be argued from the above-mentioned examples that government spending on the health and 
welfare of elderly people contributes to widely held negative perceptions about elderly Australians. 
Kendig (2017) argued that older Australians are widely portrayed as a drain on public expenditure and, 
due to demographic shifts, they are at “risk of being scapegoated” (p. 265). The negative tone for the 
increasingly ageing population is also noted in Canadian newspapers by Rozanova (2006), and the 
phenomenon is referred to as “apocalyptic demography” (Adams and Dominick, 1995; Gee and Gutman, 
2000), which is defined as “the gloomy forecasts of the collapse of the social security system as the result 
of the growing proportion of seniors in society” (Lascelles, 2004; Rozanova, 2006, p. 127). 

Superlativeness 

Superlativeness as a news value is defined as the large scope or scale of an event or issue (Caple and 
Bednarek, 2016, p. 439). Superlativeness in the selected news article is discursively constructed by the use 
of language that portrays the scale of reforms, the enormous amount of money spent on aged care, and 
the economics of aged care in Australia. 
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Already governments spend about $10 billion a year on aged care but this is 
forecast to grow by 150 percent by 2050 as the number of Australians aged 85 
and over reaches 1.8 million (Lewis, 2012) – The Advertiser  
 
Thousands of wealthier older people will be asked to contribute to the cost of 
nursing home accommodation (Lewis, 2012) – The Advertiser  
 
Millions of extra dollars will be pumped into community stay-at-home care as 
part of a pitch by the Gillard Government for the “grey” vote (Lewis, 2012) – 
The Advertiser  
 
In the biggest reforms to aged care for years, the Government is preparing to 
announce a new era of user-pays, including for residents classified as “high 
care” (Lewis, 2012) – The Advertiser 

In most reports, the news value of Superlativeness is combined with Impact and Negativity to highlight 
the magnitude of spending involved in the care of older people. While reporting facts is a part of 
journalists’ role, reiteration and stress on aged care expenses indicate the role of the press in reproducing 
and proliferating stereotypes of the financial dependency of older people. Financial dependency of older 
people on others carries a negative connotation that has the potential to worsen existing discrimination 
– 71 percent of 55 years plus Australians reported age discrimination and over 64 percent of those aged 
65 plus reported disrespect and jokes about ageing in a research report “Stereotypes of older Australians” 
(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2013). 

Consonance 

The stereotypical aspects of an event or issue and adherence to expectations are categorised as 
Consonance by Caple and Bednarek (2016, p. 439). This news value was constructed mainly through 
references to stereotypes held by society about older people. Consonance is embedded in and coupled 
with other news values such as Impact, Negativity, and Superlativeness. The following excerpts illustrate 
typical pointers from the dataset:  

Older Australians who are anything but lazy, useless and dead-weights in their 
communities (Lang, 2013) – The Courier-Mail 
 
Five people in the paid workforce for every person aged over 65, but that ratio 
is set to fall to 2.5 workers by 2042… Increasing pressure on the community 
(The Australian, 2012) 
 
AUSTRALIA is facing a time bomb (Scott, 2012b) – The Courier-Mail 
 
The challenges of an ageing society, the Gillard government had no choice but 
to means-test home-based care subsidy packages (The Australian, 2012) 

The above excerpts not only indicate the pointers used in the construction of Consonance but also echo 
Dahmen and Cozma’s (2009) findings that the mass media spreads age-related stereotypes and Wilińska 
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and Cedersund’s (2010)’s argument that “older people and old age entail pejorative meaning” (p. 342). 
Moreover, similar use of news value Consonance for older people and the increasingly ageing population 
is found in the Canadian press (Rozanova, 2006). 

Personalisation 
Personalisation as a news value is defined as the personal or “human” face of an event or issue, including 
eyewitness reports (Caple and Bednarek, 2016, p. 439). Personalisation as a news value in the dataset is 
discursively constructed by using pointers that provide human factors in the news stories. Personalisation 
in this article applies to ordinary people and excludes elites. While Personalisation is not one of the most 
used news values in the dataset, the below excerpts provide examples of the language used in providing 
human factors in news articles.  

Mr Rosario, 81, and his wife Prisca, 80, applauded the Gillard Government’s 
initiatives to keep people in their own homes (Ife, 2012) – Herald-Sun 
 
“Family home safe in aged care overhaul” (Maher and Lunn, 2012) – The 
Australian 
 
Our children and grandchildren know this place. We would prefer to stay here 
and have services brought in (Maher and Lunn, 2012) – The Australian 

It is worth noting here that, despite the presence of news articles in the dataset related to older people 
and aged care, the human factor is missing in most articles, indicating discursive controls of journalists 
in steering debates about aged care. The above examples also indicate an overlap between Personalisation, 
Eliteness, and Proximity. 

Proximity 

The geographical or cultural nearness of an event or issue is called Proximity (Caple and Bednarek, 2016, 
p. 439). The news value Proximity connects older people with readers geographically and culturally. The 
pointers from the sampled articles depict the geographical closeness of news actors to the news audiences, 
connecting older people to local communities, cities, and countries.  

New Farm resident Maida Lilley, 78, has been living independently for more 
than 25 years (Scott, 2012b) – The Courier-Mail 
 
Brisbane retiree Reg Hotchman, 78, has been married to wife Del for 54 years 
and knows that while they are both fit and well now…. We've got good 
neighbours on both sides. We know the local area well (Maher and Lunn, 2012) 
– The Australian 
 
Marjory Chamberlain has lived in her Brighton East home for 64 years and 
doesn't plan on going anywhere any time soon (Wells, 2012b) – The Age 
 
Older Aussies to get care at home Revamp junks bond system (Johnston, 
2012) – Herald-Sun 
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Timeliness and Novelty 

According to Caple and Bednarek, the relevance of an event or issue in terms of time: recent, ongoing, 
about to happen, or seasonal is called Timeliness, while the new and/or unexpected aspects of an event 
or issue are referred to as Novelty (2016, p. 439). Timeliness and Novelty in the dataset are used for the 
proposed aged-care reforms, and ongoing and most current debates about the reforms, which remained 
one of the key focus of most articles. While Timeliness and Novelty are constructed in most of the 
examples cited above, below are a few examples from different newspapers: 

The Gillard government’s much-anticipated response yesterday to the 
commission’s Caring for Older Australians report (Lunn, 2012) – The Australian 
 
$3.7 billion overhaul of aged care announced by the Gillard Government 
yesterday (Scott and Brenan, 2012) – The Courier-Mail 
 
The near-universal approval from the myriad stakeholders in the aged-care 
sector yesterday indicated this was an important policy reform (Coorey, 2012) 
– The Sydney Morning Herald 

In sum, the reference to elite people, in the context of this topic, remains the most significant news value 
in the Australian press – the loudest voices in the Australian press are those of the elites – followed by 
Impact, Negativity, and Consonance, which display negative connotations. Personalisation and Proximity 
are used recessively and are found in only a few examples.  

News Values in Malaysian Newspapers 

Eliteness 

Similar to their Australian counterparts, Malaysian journalists discursively constructed Eliteness as the 
most prominent news value in the sampled articles. Eliteness is signalled by references to powerful and 
prominent figures: Prime Minister Najib Razak, Ministers, Deputy Ministers, representatives of the 
Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development, mayors of different cities, and even members 
of the Malaysian royal family were prominent and vocal actors in Malaysian newspapers. In particular, 
the then-Prime Minister Najib Razak was framed as the most important actor in the news articles – he 
was mentioned 22 times in seven articles, including three headlines:  

1) RM1.4b allocated for elderly, disabled and single mothers – Najib 
(BERNAMA, 2012). 

2) PM: Centres for the elderly soon (New Straits Times, 2012a). 
3) Najib shares Winter Solstice joy with elderly (BERNAMA, 2011). 

Below are examples from the dataset signalling the construction of Eliteness in news articles: 

Rosmah, who is Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Razak's wife, said that ageing 
shouldn't be seen negatively. We need to move away from the notion of ill 
health, wrinkles and loneliness when we talk about ageing” (New Straits Times, 
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2012c) 
 
Karpal Singh, the national chairman of opposition party DAP, yesterday called 
for the government to make it a crime for children to abandon their elderly 
parents (The Borneo Post, 2011b) 
 
There is a need for better care facilities for the elderly as Malaysia slowly evolves 
into an ageing nation, said Raja Zarith Sofiah Sultan Idris Shah (New Straits 
Times, 2012a) 
 
Take care of your ageing parents, says Heng (Ismail, 2012) – Malay Mail 

The prominence of Eliteness and the prioritisation of elites over older people not only shows the 
discursive practices of Malaysian journalists in distributing voices, but also aligns with the journalistic 
practices and social norms – journalists see themselves as government partners (Romano, 2005) and 
social norms prevent journalists from challenging the social hierarchy, maintaining a high regard for 
“people in authority, such as community leaders” (Puteh-Behak et al., 2015, p. 187). 

Negativity 

Negativity is the second most used news value in the Malaysian dataset that is signalled through pointers 
discussing the ill-treatment of older Malaysians. Unlike their Australian counterparts, Malaysian 
journalists did not use Negativity to discuss the negative impact of the ageing population on the economy; 
rather, news stories reported the neglect and abandonment of elderly people. 

Old and forsaken (Wen and Meikeng, 2012b) – The Star 
 
The elderly being left to fend for themselves, most times under very difficult 
circumstances… being unwanted and uncared for while on borrowed time (The 
Borneo Post, 2012a) 
 
The fate of elderly orphans in nursing homes (Hasan, 2013) – The Borneo 
Post 
 
The infirm and frail elderly are usually tolerated as a liability or nuisance, and 
with self-esteem ripped away from them, they suffer in silence as they go 
through what is left of their twilight years (The Borneo Post, 2012a) 
 
“But it is only normal to feel lonely at my age,” said the childless widow (Wen 
and Meikeng, 2012a) – The Star 

Through the use of lexis constructing Negativity, journalists have painted a pessimistic imagery of older 
Malaysians who have been abandoned by their families. Traditionally in Malaysia, the care of older people 
has been the obligation of family members inside the extended family home (Leng et al., 2016). Over 73 
percent of elderly Malaysians – 79.5 percent of females and 67 percent of males – received money from 
their families, as reported by Tey et al. (2016, p. 606). However, a shift in care practices is resulting in the 
abandonment of older people (Imran, 2022). Due to the reliance of older people on family members, 
Negativity overlapped with Personalisation, Impact, and Consonance. 
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Personalisation 

This news value was constructed mainly through pointers that provide human factors in the news stories, 
particularly family relations as noted in the below excerpts: 

“Educate children to care for parents, say, groups (The Star, 2012). 
 
“I have a daughter who has not seen me for five years and it appears that she 
does not want to know about me anymore,” says Ibu Mariana (Hasan, 2013) – 
The Borneo Post 
 
 “Uncle Lim”, asked where his family members were, he said cynically: “They 
are all rich and highly educated.” (Wen and Meikeng, 2012a) – The Star 
 
“The elderly parents should be looked after just as their parents had looked 
after them when they were young,” (Ismail, 2012) – Malay Mail 
 
“Children should be committed to ensure their parents enjoy a dignified, 
independent lifestyle and, at the same time, be an integral part of the family 
unit,” (Ismail, 2012) – Malay Mail 

Frequent use of Personalisation and linking care of older people with families can be linked to the 
government strategy of keeping the financial cost of care within the families, which is promoted by the 
press, acting as government partners. 

Impact 

The news value Impact in Malaysian news reports is generally constructed in relation to the impact of 
the change in societal values – a shift away from the traditional care system – and the abandonment of 
older people. The pointers used by journalists in most reports indicate a negative impact of the shift away 
from familism, as exemplified by the following excerpts. 

What is obviously a disturbing trend though is that a lot of sons and daughters 
are leaving their ageing parents to die at old folks’ homes (The Borneo Post, 2012a) 
 
They are broken hearted, they cry alone and have lost all hope. No one visits 
most of them, many have been abandoned for good (Hasan, 2013) – The Borneo 
Post 
 
The number of old folk deserted by their families had steadily increased by 1% 
each year between 2008 and 2011 (Wen and Meikeng, 2012b) – The Star 

It can be argued from the above examples that news values Negativity, Personalisation, and Impact are 
frequently combined in news reports to enhance their persuasiveness in encouraging familial piety, 
discouraging the shift away from familism and sending older people to nursing homes. While the negative 
impact of the shifts away from the traditional care system may have an economic impact, unlike 
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Australian journalists, Malaysian journalists did not construct the news values in economic terms.  

Consonance 

The news value Consonance is defined as the stereotypical aspects of an event or issue and adherence to 
expectations (Caple and Bednarek, 2016, p. 439). Consonance is discursively constructed through 
references to stereotypes held by society not only for older people but also for nursing homes. The 
pointers from the dataset show that journalists construct a sense of guilt for those who do not financially 
support their parents and who send them to nursing homes; see, for example: 

 “No one in the right frame of mind would choose to send their parents to an 
old folks’ home… It is morally wrong to send your sick parents to a home 
simply because you don’t want the burden of looking after them (Mail, 2011) – 
The Star 
 
It was not good for people to leave their sick parents at old folks’ homes and 
expect the staff members to take care of everything (The Star, 2011) 
 
Dr Romzi Otiong noted that moving into a nursing home adds to the 
depression suffered by many elderly people, apart from the loss of memory and 
physical ability, chronic pain or illness, death of loved ones and financial 
insecurity (Hassan, 2013) – The Borneo Post 
 
Not right to abandon ailing and elderly parents — Rohani (Irene, 2013) – 
The Borneo Post 
 
Many people think dementia is a normal part of ageing (New Straits Times, 2012b) 
 
“We need to move away from the notion of ill health, wrinkles and loneliness 
when we talk about ageing” (New Straits Times, 2012c) 

While stereotypes such as illness, physical and social decline, and dependence have been associated in 
multiple studies (Cole, 1992, p. 230), the stigmatised nature of nursing homes and the taboo attached to 
nursing home residents are not a common thread, which is discursively constructed as a news value. 

Proximity, Timeliness and Novelty 

Timeliness and Novelty news values were used in most examples in conjunction with other news values, 
especially Eliteness. However, Proximity as a news value is constructed through pointers depicting 
geographical and cultural closeness of older people with local communities, as can be noted in the below 
examples: 

Choy Pak, 84, a former sawmill labourer in Setapak, ended up at the home when 
he retired 10 years ago (New Straits Times, 2011) 
 
Speaking at a “Meet-the-People” session and launching of the Caring for Old 
Folks Awareness Campaign in Taman Desa Rhu, Sikamat here today 
(BERNAMA, 2012a) 
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Filial piety is inherent in our culture and only needs to be encouraged by means 
other than fines (The Borneo Post, 2011b) 
 
Generally, among Chinese families in Sarawak, filial piety is a culture that has 
been cherished for generations (The Borneo Post, 2011a) 

Although Malaysian journalists have used a variety of news values to report on issues linked with older 
people and the ageing population, it can be argued that most news values are anchored in a discourse 
that represents the care of elderly Malaysians as a filial and moral responsibility and overlooks the role of 
government in providing care to older Malaysians. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The analysis of sampled news articles shows that despite differences in journalistic practices in both 
Malaysia and Australia – for instance, in Malaysia, Asian-based development journalism is practised, and 
in Australia, journalists consider themselves as watchdogs on government policies – media discourses on 
ageing in both countries revolve around powerful elites as Eliteness remains a uniform news value in 
both Australian and Malaysian newspapers. While the dominance of elites can be linked to social norms 
in Malaysia that prevent challenges to the social hierarchy and maintenance of a high regard for people 
in authority such as political leaders, the discursive practices of Australian journalists do not align with 
their role to provide a uniform forum for the exchange of ideas, as elderly Australians are given limited 
opportunities to be active participants. The findings affirm Hall’s (1974) claim that news values favour 
powerful elites. O’Neill (2012) reported similar findings: celebrities dominate other news values in both 
popular and quality press in the United Kingdom. Hence, the study asserts that journalists in both 
countries exercise their power in controlling and prioritising the voices of various actors in news articles, 
for instance, by preferring elites over the elderly. The dominance of elites and the silencing of older 
people shows that journalists tend to silence those who are not conceived as newsworthy or seen as less 
newsworthy. 

While the dominance of Eliteness in both countries indicates that media, regardless of geographical 
location, foregrounds the interests of elites, the study also found a significant difference in the way that 
news values have been operationalised by Australian and Malaysian journalists. For instance, on one 
hand, the most frequently used news values in Australian news articles, such as Impact, Negativity, 
Superlativeness, and Consonance, pointed toward the economic consequences of an increasingly ageing 
population on the Australian economy. On the other hand, Malaysian journalists used Negativity, 
Personalisation, Impact, and Consonance in a discussion about the ill-treatment of older Malaysians by 
their families. Correspondingly, Personalisation, which is frequently used by Malaysian newspapers, is 
recessively used by their Australian counterparts. In the same way, Consonance is constructed through 
references to stereotypes held by society for older people in the Australian press; however, in Malaysian 
newspapers, Consonance is exemplified through stereotypes held by society not only for older people, 
but also for nursing homes. 

Differences in the ways news values have been used by journalists can be linked to socio-cultural 
differences and how journalism is practised in the two countries. Fairclough’s three-dimensional 
approach provided a useful lens through which to view and explore links between the pointers used to 
construct news values (at a micro-level), institutional practices and types of journalism practised in each 
country (at a meso level), and political, ideological and cultural practices (at the macro level). The differing 
emphasis can be seen as reflecting broader societal practices in the respective countries. In Australia, 
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aged-care policies are built on the premises of “individualisation and independence”, which are fulfilled 
by an age pension, community care, and aged-care homes for frail elderly (Gray and Heinsch, 2009), 
funded primarily by the Commonwealth Government and delivered by local and state governments. 
Moreover, economic rationalist approaches, including means-testing, are also encouraged to restrain 
public spending on aged care (Kendig, 2017, p. 23), which resulted in the dominance of the marketisation 
of aged care in Australia (Imran, 2021; Imran and Bowd, 2022). Due to the financial dependence of older 
people on the government, most Australian newspapers included and prioritised voices that discuss aged 
care in economic terms and encourage the marketisation of aged care. In Malaysia, the care of older 
people falls on the extended family; the majority of Malaysian newspapers reported older people as elderly 
parents, presenting them as part of a family. The language used by Malaysian journalists constructs a 
sense of guilt for people who do not financially support their parents and send them to nursing homes. 

In conclusion, the dependence of older people on the government, societal perception of the ageing 
population, nursing homes, and the form of journalism practised in both countries play a critical role in 
the way that elderly people are reported in news articles. Conboy (2004) argues that “journalism can be 
viewed as an intersection of many conflicting interests” (p. 4), meaning that many angles to a story, and 
at times many different incompatible interpretations of the facts, are some of the components of such 
conflicting interests. The notion of “conflicting interest” is used in this paper to compare differences and 
similarities in reporting on the same topic, such as aged care in Australia and Malaysia, and the many 
perspectives that can be incorporated into the consideration of this topic. However, analysis of news 
values against a societal backdrop shows that journalists in both countries not only prioritised elites but 
also used pointers reflecting negative connotations towards the ageing population. Such practices 
represent and reproduce social dominance and hegemony (Van Dijk, 2007), and demonstrate that 
discursive practices play a significant role in maintaining “unequal power relations” (Jørgensen and 
Phillips, 2002, p. 63). To avoid being a vehicle to propagate negativity about the increasingly ageing 
population, this study recommends journalists from both countries avoid reproducing discourses that 
carry negative connotations about the ageing population and provide them with a fairer platform to have 
pluralistic voices. 
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Abstract 

In the heat of the COVID-19 pandemic, Singapore rolled out TraceTogether; a contact-tracing mobile 
app that uses proximity sensing to track the movements of its population. TraceTogether was initially 
voluntary, and used solely for contact tracing. By December 2020, the system became mandatory. This 
sparked a mass adoption that made TraceTogether possibly the most successful application in Singapore’s 
Smart Nation initiative. When it emerged in January 2021 that the data had been used by the police for 
criminal investigation, images of a totalitarianism sprang to mind, where technology permits the state an 
invasive awareness of the movement of individuals. In this paper, we defer from common arguments 
that Singaporeans are intrinsically trusting of the government or have been conditioned to accept ‘Big 
Brother’ modes of surveillance. Instead, we argue that the success of TraceTogether reflects a Singapore 
society that, through the rationalisation of surveillance, willingly participates in their own surveillance. In 
uncovering the genealogy of media discourse that surrounds TraceTogether, we highlight that it is the 
regular practice of voluntary surveillance, of subscribing oneself to the apparatuses of state control, rather 
than specific technologies, that characterises the Singapore surveillance state. We describe a matrix of 
reason, layered-on and normalised through media discourse, that exemplifies what Foucault has termed 
‘governmentality’, which asserts a government’s power of control not over, but within, citizens. 
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Introduction 

In the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, Singapore won international acclaim for its efforts at 
containing the SARS-CoV-2 virus, which causes the COVID-19 disease, through a rigorous process of 
contact tracing. In February 2020, as the number of infections began to increase around the world, 
Singapore was lauded in a Harvard University study for setting the ‘gold standard’ in detecting COVID-
19 cases within its population (Ng, 2020). The ability to detect close contacts of infected individuals 
allowed the government to impose isolation measures in a bid to prevent the virus from spreading to the 
rest of the population. This ‘gold standard’ was honed from Singapore’s success with SARS-CoV-1 in 
2003, where the SARS epidemic infected 238 people and killed 33. Singapore was the first of the affected 
nations, mostly in Asia, to recover from SARS. The onset of COVID-19 in 2020 suggested that the 
political leadership wanted a similar feat to be replicated – the mantra of tracing and isolating infected 
individuals became de rigueur. 
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To bolster contact tracing efforts, usually done manually by human contact tracers, the Singapore 
government took the next step of using technology, rolling out the TraceTogether mobile application in 
March 2020, at the height of the first wave of COVID-19 infections. The app uses Bluetooth technology 
to automatically create a ‘digital handshake’ between app users who come into close contact with each 
other, creating a database that contact tracers can use to track down and alert potential cases, and get 
them to test and isolate to prevent further community spread. The roll out of a wearable token version 
using the same Bluetooth tracing technology was announced in June 2020. The government claimed that 
this database of contact points was stored only in the users’ mobile phones or tokens and can only be 
extracted by the Ministry of Health for contact tracing purposes, and only with the permission of the 
user, a feature that was meant to address privacy concerns. In the spirit of technological innovation, the 
government made TraceTogether open source (Baharudin, 2020c), which meant that the app could be 
copied by other countries seeking a similar solution, with Australia quick to repurpose it for its 
COVIDSafe app. Doing so also opened the app to scrutiny by technology buffs who have concerns 
ranging from privacy to technical functionality.  

Despite these efforts in transparency, the development of TraceTogether raised concerns about 
excessive surveillance by the state. Some level of discomfort and unease about the app led to slow 
adoption (Al Jazeera, 2020), although the initial download figures for TraceTogether easily surpassed 
downloads for similar apps implemented in other countries. The level of detail that such surveillance 
technology subjects citizens to – pervasive and complete visibility of an individual’s interactions with 
others at a particular place and time – conjures up images of humans perpetually plugged into a ‘system’ 
that monitors their every move, not dissimilar to the dystopia portrayed in the Matrix movie trilogy. That 
such surveillance technology is paired with mobile phones – that ubiquitous extension of the self that 
most citizens of the developed world would not leave home without – only served to exacerbate the 
sense of unease felt about the use of such technology. The wearable token version sparked even more 
discomfort about location tracking, which prompted the government to issue clarifications to assuage 
privacy concerns (Baharudin, 2020b). Such concerns became even more prominent after it was revealed 
that TraceTogether data was use by the police to solve crime (Han, 2021). 

In spite of these misgivings about privacy, the more noteworthy aspect of TraceTogether has less 
to do with its potential as an invasive piece of technology – it clearly is – and more to do with the way 
the app was promoted and rationalised to the public. The app eventually reached an adoption rate of 
more than 70 percent of the Singapore population within its first year of operation (Meah, 2020). There 
is reason to believe that the high adoption rate was due to a mix of government mandate and the promise 
of easing restrictions (Stevens, 2020), and it is this dual mode of coercion-persuasion that deserves 
attention. In this paper, we propose a need to shift critique on surveillance apps like TraceTogether. The 
archetypal dystopia of George Orwell’s novel 19841 (2016), where individuals are subject to an invasive 
and relentless web of technological surveillance, would likely become the convenient reach for studies 
seeking to understand the pervasive influence of TraceTogether. However, we propose to examine the 
genealogy of TraceTogether as a discursive matrix of reason – reminiscent of the rationalised dystopia in 
The Matrix pop-culture series2 – where scaffolds of rationalisation, here enhanced by media discourse, 
encourages the internalising of surveillance as lived reality by the population as something that is both 
personal and productive. This matrix of reason grants sovereignty to the Singapore government to 
fashion the use of TraceTogether as it saw fit, while simultaneously empowering the Singapore public to 
exercise some degree of agency in the conduct of its own surveillance. 

To examine this matrix of reason, this paper will start with a brief overview of Singapore’s Smart 
Nation initiative, which sets the context for how the government uses technology as a tool of governance. 
We demonstrate that, far from being a top-down effort in policing behaviour, the Smart Nation initiative 
exerts far greater impact by getting citizen to buy in to some of its most draconian measures and in 
empowering them to be involved in the surveillance process. Such a practice of seeking to enable citizens 
rather than subjugate them by force has been in place even before, but has been enhanced and magnified 
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by, the COVID-19 pandemic. We will then move on to an exploration of the narrative evolution of 
TraceTogether and how media discourses created scaffolds of rationalisation, which turned it from a tech 
gadget to a critical piece of surveillance infrastructure that is enabled by legal instruments. We then move 
to the core of this paper, which is an analysis of the public narratives surrounding the app. We contend 
that it is not the technology that make TraceTogether powerful, but the discourses that entrench a system 
of governmentality. Applying Foucault’s triumvirate of discipline-sovereignty-government, we 
demonstrate how this mirror’s TraceTogether’s development in narratives of necessity, trust and 
nationalism. We conclude by taking stock of how resistance towards surveillance might be realised as 
counter-practices, rather than technological avoidance. 

The Smart Nation Initiative – Beyond Buzzwords 

It is useful to note that TraceTogether was not developed by the Ministry of Health but by the 
Government Technology Agency of Singapore, or GovTech. The agency is responsible for developing 
and implementing info-communication technologies that can be used by the government as e-services 
and to improve public adoption of such technology. GovTech is also the execution arm of the Smart 
Nation initiative, reporting to the Prime Minister’s Office, and its key function is to enhance the digital 
competence of Singapore as a nation (Government Technology Agency of Singapore, 2022). While 
GovTech could roll out various government technology programmes that do not relate to the Smart 
Nation initiative, it is worth noting that TraceTogether features prominently in the Smart Nation website 
as a key technology for combating COVID-19 (Smart Nation Singapore, 2022). That the app is heavily 
influenced by Smart Nation directives is evident from the fact that it was launched and fronted by Vivian 
Balakrishnan, the minister-in-charge of the Smart Nation initiative. 

The use of technology to enhance life is a recurrent theme in the Smart Nation blueprint and 
matches Singapore’s aspirations for becoming a global info-communications hub. With its small 
geographical size and intensively connected digital infrastructure, Singapore is the ideal test bed for city-
wide deployment of digital capabilities. Being a highly connected city was not enough, as Singapore craves 
to be a leading technology adopter worldwide. Becoming a Smart Nation is necessary for its economic 
survival in a digitally connected world, as it provides a necessary platform for global technology 
investment and for the nation to access information and financial systems around the world. In this 
conceptualisation of its digital nationhood, the Singapore government is acutely aware that having the 
physical infrastructure of a heavily-wired country alone is insufficient.  It also becomes necessary for the 
Singapore population to serve as the proof point of the country’s digital prowess (T. Lee, 2016). By 
extension, simply being able to roll out technological innovations was not enough; the government 
needed the people to adopt info-communication technology and use it to enhance their lives. Acceptance 
and adoption of the digital lifestyle – even if these are parochial and do not engender any real innovation 
or social progress among its population (T. Lee, 2016) – become key to its global media hub status. 

The role that surveillance plays in the Smart Nation agenda can be viewed via a similar lens: it is 
critical for digital surveillance to be seen as being embraced by the population and enhancing their lives, 
regardless of the stated intent of the surveillance technology being implemented. Indeed, some of the 
most invasive technologies implemented by the Singapore government are enshrined with similar pastoral 
qualities. In 2017, Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong unveiled the ‘smart lamp post’, a Smart 
Nation initiative that sought to install a surveillance system on every lamp post in Singapore. Lee’s words 
suggested a distinctive bent towards law enforcement that seeks to monitor the population for 
transgressions using a pervasive network of visual surveillance: 

When the Little India riot3 happened in December 2013, we were caught a little flat-footed. There 
were too few CCTV cameras monitoring Little India. We had to rely on footage posted by the public on 
social media. Since then we have made progress. We are building an integrated national sensor network. 
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We are making “every lamp-post a smart lamp-post”, meaning it can mount different types of sensors 
on any of the lampposts. We are installing more CCTV cameras in public places. We are combining 
inputs from different sources – police, LTA [Land Transport Authority], hotels and commercial 
buildings, even handphones, which are effectively sensors on the ground. (H. L. Lee, 2017, no page) 

However, when the concept of the smart lamp post was extrapolated to media reports on his 
speech, the use of such surveillance cameras took on a distinctively pastoral slant. No longer was it meant 
to capture evidence for prosecuting rioters, but to aid in traffic management, protect citizens from loan 
shark activities, monitor storm drains for flooding, and other similar uses to improve general quality of 
life. Nested among the clarification of these other uses was the concern that “Singapore is lagging behind 
other cities” in integrating its surveillance networks (Tham, 2017, no page). The concept of Singapore’s 
smart lamp posts, regardless of their status of development or success (I. Tham, 2021), described a 
situation where surveillance has been “normalized as an expected feature of public space” (Fussey & 
Coaffee, 2012, p. 203). Such a system of surveillance had the effect of decentralising responsibility for 
safety and security while also encouraging “community cohesion rather than solely functioning to 
persecute particular sub-populations” (Fussey & Coaffee, 2012, p. 206). For example, the Prime 
Minister’s allusion to handphones as ‘effectively sensors on the ground’ was realised in the use of the 
mobile devices as a facial recognition tool for accessing government services and bank accounts, which 
was connected to the government’s national identification system (McDonald, 2020). Citizens are 
encouraged to participate in such surveillance because it grants them benefits in terms of the services 
they can access, the security that comes with synchronising such services with surveillance, and the 
representation of technological advancement befitting a Smart Nation. Technologically enabled 
development of everyday surveillance suggests that the state’s use of pervasive technologies of 
surveillance must go beyond the punitive connotations of social control, but also include considerations 
of social cooperation and empowerment within the surveillance process. 

The use of TraceTogether mirrors these values of social cooperation and empowerment, to the 
extent that the stated success of the app becomes secondary to the socio-cultural practice of integrating 
surveillance as an essential component of everyday life. In the context of the Smart Nation utopia, that 
TraceTogether could have immense potential as a tool of intense invasion of privacy is perhaps less critical 
than “a broader desire by the Singapore government to realise its long-term ambition for Singaporeans 
to embrace smart digital technologies” (T. Lee & Lee, 2020, p. 54). TraceTogether embodied the essence 
of the Smart Nation initiative that went beyond the mere implementation of technology. It was the first 
app of its kind to be invented during the COVID-19 crisis, checking the box for Singapore’s prowess as 
an innovative tech hub. It used Bluetooth technology that claimed to protect user privacy, bucking the 
trend that technology must necessarily be invasive, hence emblematic for demonstrating the 
government’s meticulous care towards the population and their interests. It became a vital cog in 
Singapore’s emergence from the pandemic, an integral part of the Singapore’s economic recovery plan. 
It is a tool that required the active participation of every citizen, and more critically, encouraged them to 
trust the government with a system that works. In short, TraceTogether was a system that “stressed 
obedience and discipline as conditions of a well-ordered state and taught the individual to regulate 
emotions and subordinate himself politically” (Dean, 2010, p. 105), more than it is a technology to 
constantly watch over citizens. 

The significance of such a system of empowered surveillance becomes more apparent when 
comparing TraceTogether with other similar apps deployed in other societies. The BlueTrace technology 
that was the backbone of TraceTogether, and subsequently made open source by GovTech, was adopted 
by Australia for the development of its COVIDSafe app. However, while Singapore achieved a high 
adoption rate for TraceTogether, the same rate was not replicated in Australia, and COVIDSafe was 
eventually deactivated in 2022 after achieving an adoption rate of about 31 percent of the population 
(Black, 2022). The reasons for this are cultural rather than technological. Research has attributed the 
lacklustre adoption in Australia to a lack of trust in the app, fuelled by a perceived lack of privacy and 
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relevance of the app (Lin, Carter, & Liu, 2021). This is despite the government’s strong commitment to 
data integrity, mostly preventing use of the data outside of the confines of contact tracing (Yang, 
Heemsbergen, & Fordyce, 2021). Conversely, a study on the NZ COVID Tracer app deployed in New 
Zealand demonstrated that social trust and confidence in the privacy afforded by the app led to greater 
acceptance, and much of this was generated through media messaging and consumption (Ali & Dang, 
2022). In addition to the high adoption rate of 90 percent of the population, the majority of New 
Zealanders supported making NZ COVID Tracer mandatory. Indicatively, the COVIDSafe and NZ 
COVID Tracer examples suggest that trust is similarly paramount to the success of TraceTogether. 
However, this trust was not necessarily born of confidence in the app, but in the government’s use of 
power and control through the app (Stevens & Haines, 2020). This perceptibly different mindset in 
Singapore, compared to other societies adopting similar technologies, demands a closer examination of 
how such a practice of fermenting trust in the government happens. 

Such an endeavour of convincing the population to the merits of TraceTogether would not have 
been possible without the accompanying media narratives that touts the app as a necessary apparatus of 
positive and productive statecraft. In tracing the genealogical progression of TraceTogether in media 
discourse, we seek to identify the narratives that served to attune the Singapore population towards 
accepting the surveillance system, not only as an indispensable part of Singapore’s emergence from the 
pandemic, but as technology that offers protection beyond its intended purpose. In deconstructing such 
narratives, we seek to identify how TraceTogether has been framed in discourses of personal 
empowerment, trust in the state and allegiance to national interest. It is tempting to claim that surveillance 
systems like TraceTogether have been implemented without consultation with the populace (Haines & 
Stevens, 2020). However, we contend that the use of media discourses effectively negated the need for 
such consultation. Similar to other Smart Nation initiatives like the ‘smart lamp-posts’, public acceptance 
of TraceTogether surveillance was not done by the sheer use of technology or force, but a detailed 
process of convincing the public and rationalising surveillance. To this effect, Singapore’s national media 
played a critical role in advancing a national consensus and advocating the trade-off between individual 
privacy and public health. 

A Media Genealogy – Scaffolds of Rationalisation 

When TraceTogether was launched as an app in March 2020, various promises were made by the 
Singapore government. The app was touted as being developed with privacy as priority (Government 
Technology Agency, 2020b). Relying on Bluetooth technology already built into most modern mobile 
phones (Government Technology Agency, 2020c), TraceTogether would not send contact data secretly 
to the government or track locations. The data will be used for contact tracing only, and the contact data 
would only leave the users’ mobile phone when they have been identified as a close contact, whereupon 
specific permission had to be granted to the government to access the data (Baharudin, 2020a). Use of 
the app was to be completely voluntary and the key message to citizens at the initial launch of the app 
was the ability of every citizen to take part in fighting the global pandemic through a “community-driven 
approach to identify close contacts of users” (gov.sg, 2020, no page; Tang & Mahmud, 2020). In the 
spirit of innovation and transparency, the government kept the app’s coding open source (Choudhury, 
2020), which permitted other countries to develop similar apps by leap-frogging the development curve, 
while also allowing critics to scrutinise the app for privacy concerns. Such openness was circumscribed: 
the government encouraged citizen debate on the functionality, effectiveness and practicality of 
TraceTogether, but never its appropriateness in relation to privacy rights. Technical evaluation by 
academia and software developers pointed to potential data compromise in the data transfer process 
(Leith & Farrell, 2020, p. 2) and a potential for backdoor access and data breach (H. Lee, 2020). 
Nevertheless, with about 10 percent of the population having downloaded the app within its first few 



 

Lee & Lee • 82 

 

  

days of launch, surpassing what most other countries could muster, it would appear that TraceTogether 
was on a different trajectory from the suspicion and concerns that pervaded similar apps in other 
countries (Goggin, 2020). 

As the pandemic wore on and case numbers increased, forcing a nation-wide lockdown in April 
2020, the government changed its strategy. Citing a need to address device compatibility issues and the 
high battery drain on mobile phones, the government introduced a wearable TraceTogether token in 
June 2020 using the same Bluetooth technology. By this time, the government said that contact tracing 
was an “absolutely essential” activity, while seeking to allay fears that the token would become a device 
for tracking the location and movement of users (Ang, 2020). The announcement of the token was met 
with a petition, citing concerns about invasive and relentless surveillance, which garnered more than 
30,000 signatures within days of the announcement (Low, 2020). The government lost little time in 
addressing these concerns by explaining the token’s functionality and repeating previous assurances 
(TODAY, 2020). It also organised a hackathon for engineers to “‘tear down’ the TraceTogether token 
and give feedback for improvement” (Government Technology Agency, 2020a, no page). Yet it was clear 
that this effort was less about community engagement or getting feedback than about getting experts in 
the field to validate the TraceTogether system. The media was quick to follow this narrative, touting the 
necessity of TraceTogether as an important component of contact tracing efforts and broaching the 
possibility of it being made mandatory (Mohamad Rosli, 2020; Tham, 2020a). Citizens were cajoled to 
see the token as “important to help contain the spread of the virus” and “a good initiative by the 
Singapore government to roll out an inclusive portable device… with the necessary safeguards in place 
to preserve people's privacy” (Reed, 2020, no page). 

In October 2020, the government moved to make the use of TraceTogether mandatory at all public 
venues by December 2020 (Wong, 2020b). It should be noted that the modus operandi here was not just 
coercion, as the government also offered a carrot: Singapore will ease off on lockdown restrictions if a 
70 percent adoption rate for TraceTogether was achieved (Goh, 2020). This decision to mandate 
TraceTogether was a significant move against one of its earlier promises: to keep adoption voluntary. An 
additional SafeEntry system was integrated with TraceTogether, requiring users to register their presence 
with the app or token when they entered schools, workplaces, restaurants, shopping malls and other 
public places. This integrated system indirectly countered another promise: that the system would not 
track user locations. However, rather than a drop in adoption as users rebelled against location tracking, 
there was an increase in demand for TraceTogether tokens (Wong, 2020a). It is highly likely that this 
uptick in adoption was due to revised mandatory use policy. Nevertheless, the media’s role in promoting 
the use of the system cannot be discounted, with the national broadsheet advocating that a 
TraceTogether-enabled location log-in was “more effective for contact tracing and provides better cyber 
hygiene, making the switchover a no-brainer” (Tham, 2020b). By January 2021, the 70 percent target was 
exceeded and restrictions were gradually eased (Y.-C. Tham, 2021a). 

The success of the TraceTogether system, in terms of achieving an adoption rate that is unmatched 
by similar apps around the world, was immediately over-shadowed by a startling revelation. Responding 
to parliamentary questions in January 2021, the government revealed that the Singapore Police Force is 
empowered under the Criminal Procedure Code to obtain TraceTogether data for criminal investigations 
(Y.-C. Tham, 2021b). In addition, the police had already accessed contact tracing data in May 2020 to 
solve a murder case (Sun, 2021). In effect, the government reneged on one of its most significant 
promises of the TraceTogether app: that the Bluetooth exchange data will be used only for contact tracing 
purposes. The government appeared cognisant of the potential loss of public confidence in 
TraceTogether and the risk of mass deregistration from the system. It moved swiftly to address the issue 
by quickly passing a law in February 2021 that restricted police access to contact tracing data to solve 
only a select number of serious crimes. The new law was justified as “a delicate balance between the right 
to public health, the right to public security, and respecting the sensitivity of personal data during this 
extraordinary time” (Chee, 2021, no page). Appeals were made to the public to grant the police the tools 
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needed to keep Singapore safe and to ensure that contact tracing can continue with the full cooperation 
of the population. 

The revelation of police misuse of contact tracing data did little to dent public faith in the 
TraceTogether system. If there was any unease about the encroachment of state power, few had the 
capacity to revolt against it given that the system was fait accompli, firmly entrenched as a tool for 
participating in public life.  By May 2021, TraceTogether had achieved an adoption rate of 92 percent of 
the population, with only a little more than 1100 users opting out of the system following the breach of 
trust revelation (Baharudin, 2021). On 22 April 2022, the government announced a significant roll-back 
of TraceTogether, restricting its use to venues with large capacities, nightlife establishments, and food 
and beverage outlets (Chew, 2022). This move to scale back TraceTogether was in line with Singapore’s 
desire to return to near-business-as-usual status in its ‘living with COVID’ plan, which would help 
business owners “reduce costs of operation and is another ‘key psychological step’ towards resuming 
normalcy” (Chew, 2022, no page). Nevertheless, the police continued to have access to the data generated 
from such limited use, and the government emphasised the need for citizens to keep the app or token 
ready, should there arise a need to deal with a new variant of the virus. This posture of eternal vigilance 
in managing the pandemic, demanding citizens to play their part as responsible members of society, 
suggests that TraceTogether is likely to continue its presence as part of Singapore society indefinitely in 
one form or another. 

Narratives and Governmentality – Necessity, Trust and Nationalism 

In detailing the evolution of TraceTogether in media coverage, our intent was to identify certain thematic 
discourses that served as the undercurrent through which Singapore society perceived, understood and 
accepted the system as an invasive but critical part of living with the pandemic. TraceTogether represents 
but the latest version of the government’s efforts to normalise the encroachment of privacy, urged on by 
the politicised will to beat the virus, but facilitated by media narratives that affirm the importance and 
value of the technology. It was surveillance for necessity, very much like how technology has been 
presented in the Smart Nation initiative. Such rationalisation creates a perceived choice, and while we 
might think of surveillance as something that has been forced upon us, the TraceTogether story suggests 
an effort by the government to keep citizens engaged with self-surveillance rather than restricted with state 
surveillance. This approach requires citizens to be active participants in their own governance, to make a 
conscious choice to accept surveillance in their lives. This mentality can be understood by examining 
three rationalities, which have been actively played out in media discourses: necessity, trust and 
nationalism. 

First, compliance with surveillance in Singapore has seldom been an application of force but 
promoted as a necessity. Using TraceTogether was meant to be an enabling experience and an essential 
activity for citizens to protect themselves, each other and their livelihoods. The conditional easing from 
lockdown and restrictive measures became the reward for adopting TraceTogether. The rationalisation 
of necessity is closely tied to discourses of empowerment, whereby those subjected to surveillance were 
asked to believe that the act of surveillance itself empowered them. In turning on the Bluetooth on their 
phones or scanning their tokens to enter public places, users were encouraged to believe that they can 
gain mastery of themselves, the virus and their environment. By participating in surveillance, they become 
an important cog in the vast system the government operates. The near-obsessive focus on 
TraceTogether adoption numbers and the segregation of the adopter versus the laggards portrayed the 
power exhibited by technological surveillance as “positive and productive”, which has “the capacity to 
produce the cultural forms and social stratifications we have come to recognise as features of our society” 
(McHoul & Grace, 1993, p. 82). Transiting from voluntary adoption to a mandating usage was 
accompanied by the progressive increase in urgency to address the threat of the pandemic, a narrative 
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that the media did little to downplay or question. 
Second, the success of TraceTogether was always pegged to political trust. It mattered little that the 

system itself was always open to data breaches and privacy infringement. When the app was first 
launched, few Singaporeans would dispute that they would rather have their data with the government 
than with Facebook. In reality, the government had little to fear about losing the people’s trust even after 
the data breach, when that trust has always been founded on a rationalised hand-over of power to 
authority. The rationalisation of trust is closely tied to discourses of assurance, where the government is 
portrayed as benign in its use of surveillance to benefit the population it seeks to govern. This assurance 
is not imposed, but constantly negotiated through the media. TraceTogether embodied “a form of 
sovereignty that deploys the law and rights to limit, to offer guarantees, to make safe and, above all, to 
legitimate and justify the operations of bio-political programmes and disciplinary practices” (Dean, 2010, 
p. 156). The pervasive use of technologies of surveillance was matched by the relentless desire to justify 
and encourage a culture of surveillance. The care that the government demonstrated in deploying and 
using TraceTogether, including granting the police invasive rights to citizens’ data, must go beyond 
beating the virus, such that every tool of surveillance is bent towards the needs and interests of the 
population. Singapore society was called to trust in the government’s sovereignty and benevolence, 
punctuated by repeated insistence that the app and token respected their privacy. When this assurance 
proved to be hollow, another layer of rationalisation was added to accentuate the right of the police to 
access the data, so as to protect the nation from crime. 

Finally, the rationalised need to pull together as a nation was designed to give citizens the impetus 
for staying with the system. Accepting the TraceTogether system of surveillance was narrated as an 
affirmation of a citizen’s positive contribution to the nation. More importantly, adopting TraceTogether 
became the responsibility of citizens to ensure that Singapore’s economy can emerge from lockdown and 
a return to international travel (Tham, 2020b). TraceTogether also became an emblem of pride when 
compared to similar contact tracing offerings by other countries, which either failed to work or infringed 
severely on privacy (Reed, 2020). The rationalisation of nationalism is closely tied with discourses of 
allegiance, where the population’s understanding of privacy and surveillance is intimately tied to the 
interest of the state. The technologies of surveillance are but part of a broader governance approach that 
requires, not just compliance with rules, but alignment with ideals. This governance approach underpins 
“a sort of complex composed of men and things” (Foucault, 1991, p. 93) – in other words, to organise 
the relationship between citizens and the matters of the state. Such ideals set out, not permissible, but 
desirable spheres of action that guide citizenship, actions that are “necessary to the security of those 
natural processes of economy and population which in turn will secure the well-being of the state” (Dean, 
2010, p. 139). This guidance advances the belief that surveillance is not a governmental imposition, but 
a shared responsibility towards the greater good. 

In totality, the three rationalities that define the TraceTogether story – necessity, trust and 
nationalism – work seamlessly through media narratives to enhance a culture where surveillance is valued 
as critical to the survival of Singapore and the well-being of its citizens. Even if the exact implementation 
of the system is far from ideal and its infringement on privacy found lacking, there is little debate or 
critique about its necessity or ethical appropriateness. As the media narratives we have highlighted 
demonstrate, these three rationalities are powerful because they do not work in isolation, but are 
integrated as a cohesive strategy meant to ensure TraceTogether’s success. Placed next to Foucault’s 
concept of governmentality, we see alignment of these three rationalities with the inter-dependent 
principles of sovereignty, discipline and government (Foucault, 1991). Like the inter-dependence of the 
three principles in the triangle of governmentality, the media narratives on TraceTogether were 
interwoven into a cohesive discursive practice, “a play of specific transformations, each one different 
from the next… linked together according to schemes of dependence” (Foucault, 1991, pp. 88-89). For 
instance, affirmation of the sovereign right of the Singapore government to impose surveillance 
technology and protect its borders granted it legitimacy in imposing this technology on the Singapore 
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population, with the view of creating a society disciplined in its response to COVID-19. The final 
purpose, however, was to achieve the governmental practice of pandemic management that demonstrates 
pastoral care for citizens and the economy. Each of these elements cannot do without the other, and this 
cohesion was represented in media discourses. 

It is necessary to note that our evaluation of TraceTogether as symptomatic of governmentality 
demonstrates a deliberate wish to move away from popular analyses of surveillance. Issues with privacy 
remain a valid concern with technological surveillance, but focusing too much on the perils of physical 
or digital surveillance tend to encourage a view of surveillance from its panoptic traditions (Haggerty, 
2006) and risks losing sight of the state-citizen relationships, affirmed through media discourse, that serve 
as the more nuanced critique of the power behind such initiatives. In evaluating media discourse 
surrounding TraceTogether, we sought to deconstruct and highlight the policy and narrative scaffolds 
that entrench and normalise a culture of participatory surveillance in Singapore society. We do not offer 
a critique of the effectiveness of surveillance efforts or the appropriateness of the state’s actions. We 
sought, rather, to understand and uncover how such a culture of surveillance came to be. In effect, our 
focus is on the discursive practices that rationalised surveillance, “the transformations which they have 
effected” and “the field where they coexist, reside and disappear” (Foucault, 1991, p. 64). Even if 
Singapore’s brand of surveillance and the specific tools the government seeks to implement are unique, 
the media discourses that encourage the formation and maintenance of a matrix of reason are replicable 
qualities in other societies. We contend that focusing on these practices will provide a clearer 
understanding of why surveillance remains pervasive in Singapore, while also providing an approach with 
which to evaluate the prevalence and effects of surveillance in other societies. As the COVID-19 
pandemic begins to slow down around the world and restrictions are slowly lifted (as we write), the 
application of our approach – the study of discursive practices surrounding cultures of surveillance – 
serves us best in keeping an eye on, and raising awareness about, the deeper issues with surveillance that 
have become almost invisible. 

Realigning the theoretical focus to examine discursive practices enables the unpacking of the matrix 
of reason that surrounds and normalises systems of surveillance, and thereafter consider the efficacy of 
efforts to refuse surveillance as culture, rather than resist surveillance as technology. The constructed 
nature of such rationalisation is very much a lived reality in societies like Singapore and explains to a great 
extent why resistance to surveillance have been muted. While the Singapore government’s unilateral 
effort to mandate technologies of surveillance has reduced the desire for resisting such invasions of 
privacy, we propose that the lack of resistance has as much to do with the acceptance, even preference, 
for ‘positive’ surveillance within Singapore society. While users of TraceTogether might uninstall the app, 
deliberately tamper with the token or find ways to bypass using the system (Lam, 2021a, 2021b; Sun, 
2020), such actions are always undertaken within the auspices of the system of power that foreground 
the specific technologies they are resisting against. Such resistance is defiantly directed at ‘power’ in 
general, rather than an effort at refusing the techniques of power that are endemic to governmentality 
(McHoul & Grace, 1993). Effective resistance can probably best be achieved if citizens push back against 
the formation of norms relating to surveillance, deconstruct the assumed logic of the Smart Nation 
initiative, and expose TraceTogether as an extension of their own will for security, rather than as a tool 
imposed on them by the state that they have no choice but to accept. 

Conclusion 

Our analysis of TraceTogether in this paper presented three positions for the study of surveillance. The 
first is to see surveillance as practice, rather than mere technology. Connecting TraceTogether back to 
Singapore’s Smart Nation initiative presented a broader and deeper base with which to understand the 
pervasiveness of this culture of surveillance. That the government remains unrestrained in using 
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surveillance technologies to encroach on everyday life in Singapore speaks of an astute effort in advancing 
surveillance as an essential part of life. Through Smart Nation, we have witnessed how technology has 
evolved from being a tool to becoming a national emblem, a status symbol to place Singapore on the 
world stage, and even a social value. Within this technocentric political mantra of economic and social 
progress, surveillance has been portrayed and accepted as a way of life, a cultural practice that we are 
expected to embody. 

The second position is to critique surveillance as rationalising discourse, rather than as an 
imposition of political will. Through our analysis of media discourses surrounding TraceTogether, we 
have provided a cursory examination of how these narratives have evolved over time. We demonstrated 
that the media’s publicity effort for TraceTogether has been predicated on the same culture of 
surveillance, where the positive use of technology has normalised this practice among the population. 
Any assumption that an autocratic government bent on imposing its technologically-infused will on 
citizens needs to consider the deliberate and painstaking effort taken to convince the population about 
the merits of surveillance. Our analysis examined a matrix of reason – the scaffolded layers of media 
coverage, each adding to and enhancing the narrative of state knowledge and prowess in using technology 
to manage the pandemic. These narratives point to a deliberate effort by the government to enhance its 
legitimacy in using surveillance. To that end, TraceTogether became a mere vehicle on which the 
government was able to further entrench a rationalised need for surveillance. Whether TraceTogether was 
effective as a contact tracing tool or honoured citizen privacy became secondary, even inconsequential, 
to the broader mediated narrative seeking citizen buy-in to the necessity and inherent positivity of the 
system. More critically, the matrix of reason does not describe a dystopic society that is constantly fearful 
of and obedient to a ‘Big Brother’ wielding technologies of surveillance, but to a rationalised and 
participative society that encourages citizens to be resolutely, willingly or otherwise, plugged into and 
invested in a culture of surveillance. 

The third position is to offer an understanding of surveillance as a practice of governmentality, and 
by this we meant to critique the genealogy of TraceTogether as media discourse using the dynamics of 
Foucault’s inter-dependent principles of sovereignty, discipline and government. In doing so, we 
highlight how these principles parallel narratives of necessity, trust and nationalism found in media 
discourses. Such narratives enhanced the sovereignty and benevolence of the state, asking citizens to 
place trust in the government and the way of life that requires personal sacrifice for the benefit of 
progress. Situated within this mode of governmentality, we contend that citizens’ resistance against 
TraceTogether as technology falls short of the need to refuse surveillance as cultural practice. We 
conclude by extending these insights as a possible approach with which to evaluate the global emergence 
from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Endnotes 

1. Published as a science fiction novel in 1949, George Orwell’s 1984 presented a dystopic future 
where a totalitarian government maintains a state of omnipresent surveillance over its citizens under 
the pretext of perpetual war. The supreme leader, Big Brother, heads the Party, which operates 
invasive functions of state like the Ministry of Truth and the Thought Police. These state 
apparatuses serve to indoctrinate the population towards loyalty for Big Brother, and condition 
behaviour through coercion towards unity of purpose and action among citizens. The novel was 
adapted into a feature film and release in, perhaps deliberately, 1984. 

2. A trilogy of cyberpunk films that ran from 1999 to 2003, The Matrix narrated a dystopian world 
where machines have taken over Earth and use human being as their energy source. From birth, 
humans were plugged into the Matrix, a simulation programme that mimics real life, in turn 
converting the electrical impulses from their mental interaction with the system into electricity. The 
plugged-in nature of human existence allowed the machines to monitor their brain activity for 
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deviance and rebellion. 

3. Little India is a district in Singapore where South Asian migrant workers go to after work for leisure. 
On the night of 8 December 2013, Sakthivel Kumarvelu, a 33-year-old Indian construction worker, 
was not permitted to board a private chartered bus that would take him back to his dormitory, as 
he was deemed too intoxicated by the driver and conductor. He attempted to run after the bus but 
was run over by it when it rounded a corner. Kumarvelu was pinned under the bus and eventually 
died while trapped. Attempts to free him were in vain and his fellow workers blamed the driver and 
conductor, leading to violence on the streets and damage to vehicles. The unrest was eventually 
quelled by Special Operations Command police officers, but the incident brought to light tough 
working conditions faced by migrant workers in Singapore and the undercurrents of discrimination 
they faced. 
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