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Chapter 1
What is news?

When Julia, a 22-year-old shop assistant living in Stockholm, wakes up in the morn-
ing, the first thing she does is to reach for her iPhone. Living alone in a small rent-
al apartment, she spends the first few moments of the day checking her phone, still
in bed, to see if anyone has tried to get in touch with her during the night, to then
scroll through social media to get a glimpse of what her friends are up to and what
is happening in the world. She is interested in fitness and training, and much of
her social media feed is filled with videos and images of exercise routines, health
advice and news related to a fit lifestyle, with occasional postings about politics or
local events. She follows several influencers known for their expertise in fitness,
both Swedish and international ones, and likes to watch their videos on YouTube
to get in-depth insights, although watching longer videos is more of an evening ac-
tivity for her. Julia’s morning time with her mobile phone, instead, is about getting
a quick overview of a range of topics that she finds interesting, setting her up for
the rest of the day.

Julia’s morning routine does not include much of what we would normally
think of as news: the reading of a newspaper, getting a round-up of current affairs
in a news app, watching the morning news on TV or catching up with the latest
bulletins on radio. She is one of many young people across the world who might
seem, at first glance, to have turned their backs on news and news journalism,
or at least to be circumventing the standard pathways to access it. Indeed, the dig-
ital media context has made it easy to engage with news about political and social
issues, but also to opt out of doing so (Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2013; Prior, 2007),
and young people have for long been the subject of concerns about ‘news avoid-
ance’, relating to worries that those who actively avoid news would miss out on im-
portant information about society, and therefore lose the ability to understand or
be able to influence it (Edgerly, 2022; Elvestad et al., 2014; Ksiazek et al., 2010;
Toff et al,, 2023). At the same time, young people today increasingly access news
on social media, where they encounter news journalism - alongside a wide
range of other types of information about politics, culture and society — in a hybrid
media context shaped by social networking, practices of self-representation, and
the production and distribution of varied forms of user-generated content.

Is it possible to think of Julia’s humdrum scrolling through such a mixed flow
of content as a form of news consumption? It is arguable, certainly, that the altered
context for news interlinks not only with novel uses of news, but also with more
varied understandings of the concept itself.
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2 —— (Chapter 1 What is news?

This idea is prompted by well-documented changes in news production, in-
cluding new practices of journalists, opportunities for media users to produce
and share content, as well as changes in distribution, where the involvement of
media intralopers (Vulpius, 2023), social media platforms and search engines
has impacted the flow of advertising revenue, as well as leading to an algorithmi-
cally governed news dissemination. Today, a wide variety of online news sites, apps
and social media compete for the attention of audiences, and platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram and TikTok have turned into prominent news sites for audi-
ences. As in the example, young people in particular show a decline in interest in
traditional news formats (e.g., Collao, 2022; Galan et al., 2019; Papathanassopoulos
et al,, 2013), whereas micro-blogs, such as X (formerly Twitter) or Threads, can
function as important sources of information for traditional media (Broersma &
Graham, 2013) — but also as mass news media in themselves. Similarly, personal-
ised news feeds on social media platforms, based on a mixture of personal
posts, shared content, photos, films, videos, memes and adverts, can be defined
within the sites as ‘news’, making rigid distinctions between ‘news media’ and ‘so-
cial media’ problematic.

News, for a long time considered a distinct commodity produced by journalists
and established media organisations, is, subsequently, currently considered a con-
cept ‘in flux’. In the light of the transformations in audience behaviour, several
scholars have started to question the way the very concept of news is used in
news research, pointing out, for instance, that “all too often scholars rely on a tra-
ditional twentieth century notion of professional journalism to understand shifting
audience conceptions of what news ‘is” (Peters, 2012, p. 699). Such a blurring of the
conceptual boundaries of news is, arguably, important to study, as it potentially im-
pacts not only how people access information about society, but also the wider role
and function of news and journalism in society (e.g., Edgerly & Vraga, 2020a; Pe-
ters et al., 2022). A more nuanced understanding of what news is, from an audience
perspective, is therefore crucial (see Bengtsson & Johansson, 2021; Swart et al,
2022).

In this book, we aim to further this discussion, based on a phenomenological
study of young adults, aged 18—26, building on in-depth interviews and small focus
groups with a varied sample of young men and women living in different parts of
Sweden, conducted during a period between 2019 and 2021. Sweden is a pertinent
case for the study of news in digital culture, as a highly digitised country, where
almost everyone has access to broadband, and uses of smartphones and mobile in-
ternet are extensive. According to a recent international report, 84 % of the popu-
lation access news online, including in social media, with social media, further-
more, used very widely and on a daily basis by almost all young people born in
the 1990s and 2000s. Sweden ranks no. 4 in the World Press Freedom Index,
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and Swedes are more willing, compared with people in other countries, to pay for
news, although only 33% of the population do so, with lower figures among young-
er people. Together with other Nordic countries, international comparisons also
show relatively high levels of trust in news, with particularly high levels of trust
for public service media (Internetstiftelsen, 2023, p. 238; Newman et al., 2023,
pp. 100-101).

We explore, in this specific geo-cultural context, how young women and men
from different backgrounds perceive news, how it is integrated into their everyday
practices and media use, and how they experience the role that news, as they de-
fine it, plays in their lives. Doing so, we follow a longstanding tradition of research
that has aimed at understanding news as embedded in everyday life, searching for
ordinary young adults’ experiences of news as interlinked with mundane practices
and settings, and acknowledging news as meaningful beyond its political function,
while recognising everyday life as a formative site for communicative experiences
and identities that may still interlink with the news audience as political beings
(see Dahlgren, 2000, 2009). As will be discussed throughout this book, news and
traditional news media may be seen, at least by some people, as a form of public
‘good’, perceptually linked to notions of informed citizenry and the requirements
of democracy. For others, however, news, understood as something broader than
just news journalism, is mainly experienced as something they need to navigate
and manage their own lives, and they hence see news as interesting, important
and worth paying attention to primarily in relation to how they think of the
world they belong to and their own agency to act in that world. One area that
the book provides insights into is thus what kind of information — from news jour-
nalism as well as information provided by other formats and sources — young peo-
ple find important and interesting to pay attention to and stay updated on: in
short, what kind of information they engage in and find worthwhile when navigat-
ing the essentials in their lives.

Navigating the news in everyday life

The book is called Navigating the News, which is in line with how we have ap-
proached news in our study. The idea of navigation provides a way of thinking
about media practices in the cross-platform, or ‘high choice’, media landscape in
relation to both news use and media use from a broader everyday life perspective.
Brita Ytre-Arne, in Media Use in Digital Everyday Life (2023), uses navigation as a
metaphor to describe how we use media “to orient ourselves as we move through
our everyday lives”, underlining the routinised dimensions of media use across,
and in between, social domains, and the role of digital technologies in this: practi-
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cally and specifically, but also socially and existentially (2023, pp. 8—9). Joélle Swart
et al. (2017c) use navigation to explore user practices in the contemporary media
environment, as well as for understanding shifting user preferences underlying
the evaluation of news. We similarly view navigation as a way to think about
news use as a routinised, mundane, yet conscious and at the same time instinctive,
way of choosing which media to engage with and pay attention to in one’s media
environment. Navigation, equally, implies an element of uncertainty and risk, and
can be more or less difficult, depending on the situation. It requires a degree of
skill as well as the right tools and knowledge, for not getting lost and for finding
one’s way — which, too, seems to capture the challenges facing contemporary
media users continuously grappling with multiple choices and uncertainties in de-
termining what information can be trusted and what is real. Everyday life in dig-
ital culture, then, is complex and multidimensional, not least as cross-platform en-
vironments multiply the arenas where people can be present and interact with
others, and we hence constantly have to choose where to stay, when to leave
and what to turn our attention to (Campo, 2015, p. 137). This is of course not some-
thing we can be constantly wary of, and those choices are neither consciously
made, nor made in a vacuum, but often immediate, unconscious but built on
our previous experiences, and socially structured. Navigating the world (of
news), hence, includes the continuous acts of acknowledging and evaluating, fol-
lowing and drifting, interpreting and acting, as part of our routinely conducted ev-
eryday practices. Navigare necesse est, the old Latin quote says, and in contempo-
rary digital media culture, navigating certainly is necessary.

Etymologically, to navigate means to direct the way a ship or an aircraft will
travel, or to find a direction across an area of water or land. Today’s media land-
scape, with its rich and diverse ecology of media technologies, platforms, content,
formats and varied forms of distribution, has more in common with an open sea,
vast and shifting in its character, than it has with how media, and news, were or-
ganised when primarily directed by large media houses in the age of print and
electronic media. The shifting role of TikTok in the media landscape in Sweden
during our fieldwork exemplifies this, as several of the young research partici-
pants, not without a certain portion of shame, talked to us about how they were
drawn to TikTok and could get stuck in its stream of content for hours, yet per-
ceived it as a childish medium, which they felt they should not be wasting their
time on. Since then, the role of TikTok has changed, and it is today a more estab-
lished platform, used by politicians and news producers as a way of reaching out
to (primarily) young audiences. Hence, just as the sailor knows the sea, navigating
the news is not conducted in a vacuum. As media users we walk through life with
some idea of where we are heading; we follow the paths we have taken before, and
those that others have threaded before us. And just as the ancient sailor kept a con-
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stant, yet disengaged, gaze at the stars, only paying them immediate attention
when he found himself in the wrong direction, we often navigate our everyday
lives in similar ways, somewhat intentional, yet routinised and, as such, without
paying immediate attention to our choices or actions. To navigate, is, hence, an in-
tentional way of acting, as it has a direction or a goal, although it is most often not
deliberately or consciously conducted.

We have been informed by phenomenological theory and methodology when
exploring how young Swedes navigate the news in everyday life. As will be devel-
oped further in Chapter 2, this means we have used an open approach, both re-
garding how we talked about news with the research participants (trying not to
predefine the concept in the interview situations), how we strived to understand
it as part of their everyday lives, and how we conducted our interviews, inviting
narratives about a wide range of media practices and mediated experiences rather
than a discrete focus on journalism or a particular news genre, as well as attempt-
ing to, as much as possible, comprehend accounts of news use in relation to indi-
vidual ‘life-worlds’ and social contexts. And, just as the ancient sailors navigated by
the stars and migrating birds navigate by the moon, we have paid particular atten-
tion to the equipment and platforms that contemporary audiences use when nav-
igating the news in everyday life, here often their mobile phone and other digital
media, as well as the social networks they provide access to.

Why news?

Before examining the perspectives of young people today, it is important to briefly
consider the way in which news has been theorised as a particularly vital genre in
media and communication studies, journalism studies and related areas of schol-
arship. On the one hand, the circulation of news has been linked to the develop-
ment of modern democracy, and on the other hand, to the power to shape public
opinion and construct interpretive frames and discourses on a range of topics.
From Benedict Anderson’s (1983/1991) influential notion of the newspaper as pav-
ing the way for an ‘imagined community’ of readers, holding disparate groups to-
gether in a common notion of belonging to a nation, to early critical analyses high-
lighting how news represents different social groups and constructs dominant
discourses on social issues (Beharrell et al., 1976; Hall et al., 1978), news has largely
been considered to matter, having significant consequences in people’s lives and
acting as a structuring and powerful agent in politics, culture and society. In the
introductory chapter to her classic book, Making News: A Study in the Construction
of Reality (1978), Gaye Tuchman illustrates this well in underlining how news can
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be “a window on the world”, but also noting how the view from this window will
change depending on the frame:

News is a window on the world. Through its frame, Americans learn of themselves and oth-
ers, of their own institutions, leaders and life-styles, and those of other nations and their peo-
ples. The urbanized and urbanizing nation’s replacement for the town crier (‘Ten o’clock and
Mrs. Smith had a baby daughter’), the news aims to tell us what we want to know, need to
know; and should know.

But, like any frame that delineates a world, the news frame may be considered problem-
atic. The view through a window depends upon whether the window is large or small, has
many panels or few, whether the glass is opaque or clear, whether the window faces a street
or a backyard. The unfolding scene also depends upon where one stands, far or near, craning
one’s neck to the side, or gazing straight ahead, eyes parallel to the wall in which the window
is encased. (Tuchman, 1978, p. 1)

News media, consequently, are often analysed as powerful institutions, which can
enlighten the public as well as obscure their view (Curran & Seaton, 2018; Eldridge,
1993).

At the same time, news has been understood as a particular kind of product,
drawing attention to economic, political, technological, social, cultural and organ-
isational frameworks of its production (e.g., Deuze & Witschge, 2020; Gans, 1979;
Hermida & Young, 2019; Schudson, 1978, 2003; Tuchman, 1978; Ornehring, 2016),
while, at the same time, the idea about the crucial role of news in a democratic
society explicitly or implicitly underlies much scholarly discussions of news.
News journalism, in the latter sense, can be viewed as a ‘public good’, serving
as a common ground for citizens and functioning as a basis for civic engagement
and the construction of an informed citizenry (Clark & Marchi, 2017, pp. 59-62;
Broersma & Peters, 2013). Key here are the ideals of balance and objectivity,
which have a long history in the development of certain forms of news journalism
(McNair, 2013; Schudson, 1978, 2001), but which have throughout history existed
side by side with other journalistic norms, competing with more opinionated, sen-
sationalist and entertainment-driven forms of journalism (Conboy, 2002; Johans-
son, 2020a, 2020b). Similarly, a strong, but not unproblematic, common normative
ideal for journalism as a democratic force is that of independence and autonomy —
from the state, the market and politicians, technology and other actors (see
Ornebring & Karlsson, 2022) — with news journalism, likewise, distinguishable as
a media genre aspiring to tell the truth, with accuracy an important ideal for
many journalists.

The role of news in a democratic society is often linked to the notion of the
public sphere, as developed by Jirgen Habermas in his 1962 thesis, translated to
English as The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere in 1989. The concept
of the public sphere has been famously critiqued (e.g., Fraser, 1992; Negt & Kluge,
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1972/1993) and redeveloped over the years (e.g., Butsch, 2008; Dahlgren & Sparks,
1991) — with one, for our purposes, particularly relevant rethinking provided by
Couldry et al. (2007a, 2007b), who, based on a qualitative UK study, examined
how civic knowledge and participation interweaves with various dimensions of
media use. Couldry et al. emphasise how citizens’ mediated connection, in reality,
often is far from engaged, and neither particularly rational nor overtly political,
arguing that the concept of ‘public connection’, as a description of a more fleeting
engagement with news and information based on a wide range of different kinds
of media, more accurately captures contemporary interlinkages between news,
media, and civic knowledge and participation. Public connection, thus, points to
the myriad ways in which people are directed towards a shared space for issues
of public matters, where pre-political communication, entertainment and a
range of everyday practices can feed into understandings of common concerns. Al-
though such a notion can be problematised (see Hovden & Moe, 2017, Kaun, 2012), it
directs attention towards the broader means in which news can function within
the public sphere.

Another aspect to take into account is how digitisation has paved the way for
novel understandings and roles of news in society, where the rise of social media
platforms as key actors in news distribution and consumption, alongside the (un-
easy) entanglement between these and news organisations, have led to a greater
reliance on algorithms for news selection and the technological context for produc-
ing and accessing news (Bucher, 2018; DeVito, 2016; Thurman et al., 2019). José van
Dijck, Thomas Poell and Martijn de Waal (2018) argue that this means that tradi-
tional news organisations, in a sense, lose control over news selection and the com-
prehensiveness of news, and that it places a greater emphasis on the individual in
the selection and creation of a totality. The fact that news is often distributed via
social media platforms contributes to a process of ‘unbundling’ and ‘rebundling’ of
news content — where single articles or videos become separated from the original
‘bundle’, such as the newspaper, to be placed in the platform context. This also sep-
arates the previous ‘bundle’ of advertising and news product, as advertising reve-
nues are increasingly shifted to search engines and social media platforms — which
indicates a shift from news as a public value, a ‘public good’, to a personal value, as
simply personal ‘content’ (cf. Broersma & Peters, 2013). Similarly, the emotion-driv-
en dynamic of sharing on social media platforms impacts on what kind of news is
produced and shared, placing the onus on user preferences, which, van Dijck et al.
(2018, pp. 51-52) point out, contributes to how entertaining and emotionally charg-
ed content travels the fastest. So, although social media have been found to func-
tion as relatively important but contested spaces for learning about politics for
young people (Bode, 2016; Holt et al., 2013; Shehata & Strombaéck, 2021), inspiring
varied forms of political conversation (Highfield, 2016; Sveningsson, 2015), they
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equally provide a challenge to traditional news media. We have already mentioned
scholarly concerns about ‘news avoidance’ in some social groups, whereas other
current challenges include a more fragmented public sphere, with the risk of filter
bubbles’ (Pariser, 2011), incompatible views on reality and polarisation among dif-
ferent citizen groups (Moéller, 2021), while the incorporation of Al services, tools
and infrastructures in news organisations raises questions about journalistic au-
tonomy (Simon, 2022). In relation to these contemporary debates and the increased
engagement with news aggregators and platforms outside of conventional journal-
ism, it is imperative to take an open approach to how young individuals conceptu-
alise, use and make sense of news in contemporary digital culture.

Rethinking news

An important first step towards doing so, we argue, is to engage in a conceptual
discussion of what news, in fact, is. A long-established definition of news defines
it as a commodity produced and packaged within organised journalistic institu-
tions — involving, among other things, an emphasis on newness, a truth-claim, a
specific tone, and a set of particular values and actors determining what is news-
worthy to an audience (e. g., Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978). With
some variation, this is also the way the concept is commonly used in news re-
search, even though it might be classified into sub-categories, such as, for instance,
‘local’ and ‘national’ or ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ news, or be distinguished by stylistic fea-
tures, different types of media or content, or particular sub-genres (see Reinemann
et al., 2012). Mark Deuze and Tamara Witschge (2020) have posited that journalism
is transitioning from a coherent industry to a highly varied and diverse range of
practices, which is a reason to look ‘beyond’ journalism and theorise it from the
ground up, without being constrained by old preconceptions about its nature.
From a similar standpoint, Chris Peters’s (2012) call for scholars to look beyond
professional journalism when addressing how audiences understand news (cf. Pa-
pacharissi, 2015; Zelizer et al., 2022) equally opens the way for more varied concep-
tualisations stemming from audience research.

Yet, although developments within the contemporary digital media landscape
have contributed to a lively scholarly discussion regarding the current features and
functions of news, it is possible to situate a rethinking within historical and com-
parative perspectives, too. John Maxwell Hamilton and Heidi J.S. Tworek (2017)
argue that we must acknowledge not only the current changes in news consump-
tion practices, but also the larger historical misconceptions in news and journal-
ism research regarding what news, seen from a broader temporal and spatial
angle, is and can be. They claim that the ‘Anglo-American model’ of journalism
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(that has dominated news research) is only one way of understanding news; one
that easily gets challenged both by historic perspectives and current news con-
sumption patterns, as well as by a global outlook. Disentangling the concept of
news, they underline that “news is about more than journalism and existed before
professional reporters and editors, before the idea of fairness and objectivity, be-
fore newspapers”, emphasising how there have been “many ways of disseminating
news throughout history”, “from songs to jokes, to today’s multi-platform media”
(2017 p. 392; cf. Conboy, 2002). From such a broad sociocultural perspective of
news, Maxwell Hamilton and Tworek conceptualise these transformations as ‘epi-
genetic changes’ that convert the essence of what journalism and news are,
changes which are necessary to acknowledge when aiming for a nuanced under-
standing of what news can be today.

When thinking about news as a more malleable concept, it is important, too, to
keep in mind how cultural differences can play into its meanings and functions.
Elizabeth Bird (2010) makes this point in the edited volume The Anthropology of
News and Journalism, arguing for a comparative cultural approach, which, similar-
ly to what is suggested by Hamilton and Tworek (2017), would account for news
outside of a Western or Anglo-American context. While comparison is not the
focus of this book, it is nevertheless important to keep in mind how news can
take different meanings in different cultures: a perspective that is also relevant
for understanding news use in a digital and multi-platform media landscape, as
global technologies are equally adapted in specific cultural settings. Such a remind-
er also points to the relevance of investigating audiences’ perceptions and practi-
ces of news, where, in our study of young adults in a specific geo-cultural context,
we have primarily drawn inspiration from scholarship examining news consump-
tion from a qualitative, ‘bottom up’, perspective (see Madianou, 2013), relating to
practices and meaning-making situated on a micro level.

Digital news in everyday life

Although an evasive term, ‘everyday life’ is used in many academic subjects to
highlight the importance of habitual or mundane activities and settings that,
while seemingly invisible and ‘taken for granted’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 24), condition
a great deal of our human existence (Highmore, 2001; Bennett, 2005; Pink, 2012;
Sheringham, 2006). Studies of everyday life, as both an intrinsic context for
media use and as itself shaped by mediated communication, constitute an influen-
tial tradition in media and cultural studies (see Alasuutari, 1999; Bird, 2003 Mark-
ham, 2022; Storey, 2014), stressing the need for acknowledging situated practices
and experiences in order to gain a fuller understanding of audience engagement
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(e.g., Bakardjieva, 2005; Bengtsson, 2006; Dahlgren & Hill, 2022; Moores, 2000; Sil-
verstone, 1994; Pink & Leder Mackley, 2013). As noted by Ytre-Arne (2023, p. 5), ev-
eryday life is, equally, the signal of an analytical position which prioritises human
experience rather than technological systems, ordinary media users rather than
professionals and institutions, and situated contexts rather than generalisable
data.

We follow this tradition and its interests in the meaning-making, contexts and
practices of news audiences, in routines, time and space (Bausinger, 1984; Madia-
nou, 2013); social and family contexts (e.g., Hagen, 1992; Lull, 1990; Morley, 1980);
social identity (Gauntlett & Hill, 1999); storytelling (Bird, 1992, 1997) and the way
news plays a role in audience communities (Johansson, 2007, Wasserman, 2010)
and to youth (Buckingham, 2000). Although there are early examples of qualitative
studies of news audiences that have focused on dimensions of news consumption
beyond informational and political uses, notably Bernard Berelson’s (1949) land-
mark study, ‘What “Missing the Newspaper” Means’, this research orientation
was for a long time less developed, relating to what Barbie Zelizer (2004) has high-
lighted as a tension between cultural studies and the study of journalism, with the
former focusing on subjectivities and the construction of meaning, and the latter
emphasising the categories of facts, truth and reality as objects of analysis. As ar-
gued by Bird (1997 2000, 2011) though, news audiences often pay sporadic attention
to news and make sense of it based on its narrative dimensions or in relation to
social interaction and ‘news talk’ with other people, underlining the importance of
situating our understanding of news use in its everyday context — but also of un-
derstanding this as part of culture. Writing from an anthropological perspective,
Bird outlines what such a ‘cultural approach’ can entail:

An anthropological (or cultural) approach to journalism sees news embedded in everyday
practices. It may focus on the way real people — professional journalists or newsmakers in
the broadest sense — are able to turn events into stories. (...) It may also explore how news
circulates or is received, as stories take on new meanings in the telling. Or it may focus on
news narratives and a discussion of what meanings come to dominate in particular settings.
And perhaps more than other scholars of news, anthropologists are open to see news as a
process that operates in forms outside of the traditional definitions of journalism.

(Bird, 2010, p. 14)

Bird’s suggestion appears to point forward towards the current surge in scholarly
interest in news audiences, deemed an ‘audience turn’ in the study of news and
journalism (see Costera Meijer, 2020; Swart et al., 2022)." Here, the shifting condi-

1 Although there are continuities between earlier qualitative news research, taking a ‘cultural’ ap-
proach, and that which has emerged more recently as part of the ‘audience turn’ in journalism
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tions for producing, distributing and using news have sparked an interest in schol-
arly approaches to news in everyday life, emphasising, for instance, multi-platform
news use and mobility as crucial elements in contemporary news experiences
(Jansson & Lindell, 2015; Picone et al.,, 2015), and how emerging practices such
as ‘checking’, ‘sharing’, ‘clicking’ and ‘linking’ (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink,
2015) become part of assembled ‘news repertoires’ increasingly integrated into
other daily activities (e.g., Peters & Schrgder, 2018; Schrgder, 2015; Swart et al.,
2016; Vulpius, 2023); blurring the earlier fixed times of news as well as traditional
news geographies (Phillips, 2012). Another area concerns how digital contexts cor-
relate with distinct forms of news use, including routine surveillance, incidental
news exposure and directed consumption (Antunovic et al, 2018), as well as
how the material and sensorial dimensions of digital news consumption impact
on users’ engagement with news content, situated in specific physical movements
and mindsets (Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2019).

A particularly important strand of research, for us, has attempted to reconcep-
tualise news in the light of such changes. Joélle Swart, Chris Peters and Marcel
Broersma (2017b) provide key theoretical rethinking of news in relation to public
connection, whereas Cory L. Armstrong et al. (2015) challenge well-established
ideas of news values based on audiences’ own evaluations. Irene Costera Meijer
and Tim Groot Kormelink’s (2015) influential study of news consumption likewise
reveals a broadening definition of what counts as news according to audiences: not
only events described by journalists, but all types of content that are new, from de-
velopments in the personal life of one’s Facebook friends, or opinions on Twitter,
to information from specific websites of interest. Stephanie Edgerly and Emily
Vraga (2020a, 2020b) similarly have suggested the term ‘news-ness’, defined as
“the extent to which audiences characterize a specific piece of media as news”
(2020b, p. 420), for capturing more varied responses to news on an audience
level. Lynn Schofield Clark and Regina Marchi’s (2017) extensive ethnographic
study of teenage news use, furthermore, explores teenagers’ news practices and
mediated political engagement for an empirically grounded understanding of
how news fits into their lives. They refer to ‘connective journalism’ when describ-
ing the news orientation of the youth, emphasising practices around sharing and
participation in the making of a story as dimensions of political engagement, and
exploring how young people evaluate news items and other kinds of information
partly circumventing conventional news journalism.

studies, it seems that there are few links made within the latter to the former. It is our view that
such links could strengthen current scholarship, by providing historical context and further ad-
dressing the cultural functions of news.
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Two recent Scandinavian studies have also underlined new understandings of
people’s ways of accessing and understanding news journalism and other kinds of
information. Peters et al. (2022) show how young Danes use a wide array of media
content — beyond news journalism, and including blogs, podcasts and influencers —
to stay informed about the world — whereas Henrik Ornebring and Erika Hellekant
Rowe, in a study of hyperlocal information contexts that more or less equates
‘news’ and ‘information’, for example state that “for some people the local grocery
store is probably more important than any traditional news outlet in terms of in-
fluencing how they act in their everyday, community lives and how they orient
themselves towards the world” (2022, p. 40). In Changing News Use, Unchanged
News Experience, finally, Irene Costera Meijer and Tim Groot Kormelink (2020)
argue that even though the practices of using news have changed substantially
from the mid-2000s to today, the experience of using news may not be as different
as sometimes believed.

Such work opens up for continued enquiry into the category of news itself,
while raising further questions about its meanings to audiences. Young adults
can be seen as a group particularly affected by the developments characterised
so far in this introduction, as young people are the most avid users of social
media, and young adults represent a dynamic life stage shaped by the passage
from youth to adulthood, where we develop an adult identity and encounter
civic responsibilities, as well forming media practices likely to continue later in
life (see Bolin, 2017). Young adults today also share the experience of growing
up alongside the expansion of social media, as well as in environments where
the consumption of news in public life has gradually become less visible, due to
the shift towards personal and digital devices for news use (see Peters et al,
2022, p. 63, Peters & Schrgder, 2018). And while there for long has been an intense
academic interest in studying young people’s news use from a political or citizen
point of view; in this book we pay attention to a range of situated news experiences
and practices of a more mundane character. It will hence add insights into how
news is perceived and engaged with by a broad variety of young adults, where
some hold a deep societal engagement, but where the majority are, at an everyday
level, mostly concerned with their own day-to-day life.

Navigating the book

This book builds on extensive fieldwork conducted in Sweden between 2019 and
2021. We have attempted to stay close to our empirical material and strived to in-
clude our participants’ voices in the book as much as possible, to allow the readers
to catch glimpses of the stories, expressions and dialogues of the research partic-
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ipants. This introductory chapter as well as the following chapter are mainly the-
oretical, whereas the remaining parts of the book provide a pendulum between
examples and discussions of the empirical material in the light of specific theoret-
ical concepts and ideas. The themes dealt with, in part, follow concepts that for
long have been at the core of journalism studies, such as relevance, trust and
news as narrative, where we use what the young adults found particularly inter-
esting to talk about to guide us through the material. The chapters are also partly
organised along the way that the interviews and focus groups were set up, where
we started by asking for accounts of an ordinary ‘media day’, moving on to more
specific or challenging subjects.

Having introduced the book and fields of research in this chapter, Chapter 2
presents the theoretical and methodological framework for analysis, introducing
main theoretical concepts and analytical perspectives that have guided our re-
search. It starts by outlining how a phenomenological approach can help research-
ers move beyond a focus on news solely as a source of information, underlining
how attention to audiences’ everyday practices and experiences of digital news
can broaden the analytical approach. In this chapter, we underline ‘bracketing’
as an important concept that is both part of our theoretical framework and guides
the research methods, as well as introducing the ‘media day’ as a specific approach
to understanding news as part of everyday life.

Chapter 3 discusses how the young adults in our study describe how they come
across and relate to news in relation to a wide range of media formats and content.
Central to the chapter is the analysis of news encounters as interlinked with social
media use, highlighting the blurring boundaries between news and social media
from a young audience perspective. In the chapter, we argue that the notion of
news can encompass more than merely the product of journalism, and include in-
formation gained from influencers, memes and social media personalities, but also
emphasise how news and other types of information can appear, to a young audi-
ence, as part of an automated flow; with the notion of news as ‘just appearing’ un-
derlined in the chapter.

Chapter 4 focuses on the everyday practices and interests relating to news use.
It looks at three dimensions of news use in the young adults’ everyday life, includ-
ing spatiotemporal news practices and the meaning-making around these, as well
as the areas that the young adults are interested in getting information about. It
introduces how the participants constructed distinctions between ‘big and small
news’, and the relation between news journalism as ‘world news’ and other
news relating more immediately to their everyday life.

Chapter 5 presents an analysis of how the young adults understand how news,
seen from a broader perspective, is relevant to them, and why. Based on an anal-
ysis of young people’s notions of news relevance as understood through the phe-



14 —— Chapter 1 What is news?

nomenological concept of the structure of relevance, the chapter details how news
becomes meaningful in relation to different dimensions of the participants’ lives,
discussing what this perspective means for the understanding of news in digital
culture.

In Chapter 6 ideas about facts, events and storytelling are discussed in relation
to how these categories are viewed by young people when relating to digitised
news. Departing particularly from theories about news and journalism by Gaye
Tuchman and Walter Benjamin, as well as the phenomenological concept of hori-
zon, the chapter examines the meaning-making processes around digitised news
by young audiences as well as their views on news journalism versus other
types of ‘news’. It presents the argument that the digitisation of news has emphas-
ised the role of facts in news, but in this has also made journalists and journalism
less interesting from an everyday life perspective.

Chapter 7 focuses on the question of what young people trust in news, by ex-
amining how they talk about issues of trust and how they articulate what are
deemed to be trustworthy sources of news and information, and why. The chapter
makes a distinction between common ideas of trustworthy sources, including cer-
tain brands of legacy media, and practices, relating to the more frequent reliance
on social media for obtaining news and information, and develops a discussion
about how young audiences attempt to come to grips with this dilemma by relying
on a range of micro-practices to evaluate different kinds of information.

Finally, Chapter 8 summarises and synthesises the conclusions of the varied
analyses. Based on our analyses about news practices, meaning-making and spatio-
temporal directedness in the understanding of ‘news’ among our young partici-
pants, we elaborate on the notion of synchronisation, and how digital, and partic-
ularly social, media have changed the temporal organisation of news today, and
hence also the way in which it relates news users to the world around them. In
line with this, the chapter further proposes that our contemporary digital culture
has many similarities with how news was distributed, used and perceived before
printed communication dominated the world.



Chapter 2
The ‘media day’: A phenomenological approach

As discussed in the introductory chapter, technological developments have changed
the format, distribution and consumption of news, creating methodological chal-
lenges for researching news and calling for innovative ways of studying its audi-
ences. In this chapter we discuss how it is possible to study news use if we have
to leave behind agreed-upon understandings and definitions, to better understand
young people’s viewpoints. Such an endeavour, however, requires careful consider-
ation of methodological obstacles and potential ways of overcoming these. How do
we study something when its terminologies seem to be shifting? How is it possible
to ‘bracket’ the way that news has been defined for decades, even centuries, in
order to explore other potential outlooks for what it can be? To meet these chal-
lenges, we have developed a methodological approach to news in a state of ‘flux’
building on phenomenological theory. In this chapter we will develop this ap-
proach and describe the material and methods used for our empirical analysis.

Our aim with this book is to understand the perceptions and practices of news
from an audience perspective, anchored in its mundane everyday contexts. Some
scholars have recently argued for a ‘radical user perspective’ to come to terms with
the contemporary struggles of capturing the meanings of news in a hybrid, multi-
platform media landscape (Picone et al., 2015; Swart et al., 2022). Taking such a po-
sition, however, means that scholars have to be willing to study news as compre-
hended beyond news journalism, which, if taken seriously, poses an epistemolog-
ical dilemma, where defining what news is today is part of the analytical process,
which includes tackling the paradox that comes with leaving a prefixed definition
of news.

In the chapter, we outline how some of the philosophical and theoretical think-
ing developed within phenomenology can be drawn on as an analytical resource
for meeting this challenge, with phenomenology identified as a way to approach
the world and the phenomena within it with ‘wonder’, creating “an openness to
the world and a wondering attentiveness” (Van Manen, 2016, p. 36), which we
have considered a useful starting point when exploring news from an audience
point of view. Such a perspective means ‘bracketing’ our already learnt under-
standing of the world and the phenomena within it, and attempting to approach
them in a new; clear way. In practice, this means leaving behind the preconceived
notion of news as a commodity solely produced and packaged within organised
journalistic institutions, including a fixed understanding of its core dimensions;
newness, truth-claim, tone, values and specific actors determining what is news-
worthy. The chapter describes, first, how the idea of a ‘media day’ can be used
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as a methodological entry point for doing so, to, secondly, discuss some of the key
phenomenological concepts guiding the research for this book, including the no-
tions of ‘life-world’ and ‘Dasein’, which, when applied to the empirical research,
mean paying attention to temporal, spatial and sociocultural dimensions of
news use, as well as to experiences of news as part of understandings of oneself
and the surrounding world. Finally, in the last part of the chapter the design of
the empirical study is explained and reflected upon.

Understanding the ‘media day’

When attempting to get insights into ordinary and habitual media use, one means
of doing so is to use the ‘media day’ approach. This is a methodological approach in
qualitative audience studies, which we have used in several projects before this
(see Bengtsson, 2006, 2007, 2012, 2018). It builds on the notion of the media as de-
veloped in the chapter ‘The Media Day’, by phenomenologist Henry Lefebvre, in
his book Rythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life (1992/2013). Here he argues
that “the media enter into the everyday: even more: they contribute to producing
it” (Lefebvre 1992/2004, p. 48, our italics). Leaning also on John Dewey’s influential
notion that “society exists in communication” (Dewey 1916/1923, p. 5), this double
constructivist perspective means that it is not possible to understand the everyday
without understanding the media, but neither to understand media, including
news, stripped from its everyday framework. The ‘media day’ approach therefore
means understanding media as inherently integrated, interwoven and co-produc-
ing everyday life. The method has similarities with the ‘day in the life’ approach
(Gillen et al., 2007), as it takes the ordinary day as a starting point for analysis,
but there are also some essential differences, particularly that whereas ‘day in
the life’ methodology uses the ordinary day as a context for understanding
media (use), the ‘media day’ approach places media practices, media experiences
and meaning-making around media at the centre of the analysis, and explores how
it is integrated in, yet producing and produced by, everyday life. This means it, in
relation to news use, would focus not only on how everyday life contributes to how
news is perceived and experienced, but also how news use co-constructs the expe-
rience of everyday life, taking notice of the structure-actor dynamic (Giddens,
1984), or what Couldry and Hepp have discussed as a materialist approach to phe-
nomenology (Couldry & Hepp, 2016).

A foundational standpoint in phenomenology is that the construction of real-
ity is, fundamentally, based upon lived experience, with phenomenologists such as
Alfred Schutz, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (Berger & Luckmann, 1966;
Schutz & Luckmann, 1973) underlining that our reality, including the materialities
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around us, is socially constructed and therefore perceived and experienced differ-
ently due to previous experiences, interests and how they have been introduced to
us. In the broader field of media and communication studies, there is a rich tra-
dition of scholars who have used such thinking to understand media as phenom-
ena, for example Paddy Scannell’s analyses of the phenomenology of television
(1995, 1996, 2014; see also Nelson, 1986, 1990; Hutchinson, 2020) and Shaun Moores’s
studies of satellites (1988, 1993, 2011, 2012). But there are also those who have used
phenomenology for audience approaches, to understand how others — media users
— perceive and make sense of varied forms of media, such as the radio (Larsen,
2002), the emerging internet (Bakardjieva, 2005), the media in general as part of
everyday life (Bengtsson, 2007) but also of news journalism (Groot Kormelink &
Costera Meijer, 2019, Meijer & Kormelink, 2020). As already mentioned, in an at-
tempt to update Berger and Luckmann’s canonical work on the social construction
of reality (1966), Couldry and Hepp (2016) likewise recently called for a ‘materialist
phenomenology’ aiming to capture the materially structured experiences of living
in a world increasingly saturated by media.

In a recent scholarly debate about the use of phenomenology for empirically un-
derstanding human experience, scholar in philosophy Dan Zahavi has, however, ar-
gued that it is not enough to “consider the first-person perspective of the agent/pa-
tient/client to make the approach in question phenomenological” (2019, p. 900).
Seeking support in classic philosophers, Zahavi claims that even though phenomen-
ologists may very well be interested in the phenomenality of experience, phenom-
enological studies should be about “returning to the things themselves”, as originally
formulated by Edmund Husserl (1900-1901/2001, p. 168), and that “seeking fine-
grained descriptions of the qualitative character of different experiences” (Zahavi,
2019, p. 901) is not what phenomenology is about. At the same time, both the rich
tradition of phenomenological media audience studies, and the profound transfor-
mations of the media landscape due to digitisation and datafication, require us to
question Zahavi’s claim. “Returning to the things themselves” is increasingly difficult
in relation to contemporary media, as many genres, including news, are undergoing
wide-ranging transformations and media use is increasingly individualised. In terms
of news, technological developments, intensified during the last decades, have, first,
transformed news as a ‘thing’: altering its temporality, mobility, format and mode of
address, dimensions that are essential for how we experience news and construct
meaning around it, and including a process of ‘immaterialisation’ similar to other
media objects. An example is how newspapers have transformed from physical ob-
jects to ‘immaterial’ things, merged in the materiality of the mobile phone together
with a range of other kinds of content, at the same time turning into a more ephem-
eral and liquid object that may reach its audiences de-contextualised and individu-
ally framed (Papacharissi, 2015). Secondly, following from the above, news use has
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become more individualised, to the extent that the meaning of news may largely dif-
fer between users: news today is, for example, provided and made meaningful in
different media and in very different ways by a young girl and her grandmother.
Thirdly, we also know from phenomenological theory that the world, and the phe-
nomena in it, are experienced differently depending on when and where you live,
where you are heading, and what experiences you carry with you, with previous
news research having shown that news is not perceived and valued in the same
way by people that come from different backgrounds, gender, and life-experiences
and -expectancies (Banjac, 2022).

This means that it is relevant to attempt to see news through the eyes of others
in order to grasp the full complexity of its meaning, which we can attempt to un-
derstand through a plethora of eyes (and other senses), against the backdrop of
varied contexts and with a variety of experiences as frames for interpretation.
In this we follow Max van Manen (2019), when referring to Langeveld (1972),
who means that phenomenology must be understood as both a philosophy and
a method, where method means “a style of thinking and an attitude of reflective
attentiveness (...) to what it is that makes life intelligible and meaningful to us’
(Van Manen, 2019, p. 911). We are, similarly, inspired by Van Manen’s account
that wonder; as a fundamental attunement in empirical research, is the most cen-
tral disposition of phenomenology, when aiming at understanding the world (Van
Manen, 2019, p. 914).

News in everyday life and life-world

When developing our methodological approach, based on the arguments outlined
above, we have leant on ‘bracketing’ (or epoché) as a common tenet of phenomeno-
logical understanding, meaning that we aimed at putting brackets around the well
known and taken for granted regarding what news is, in order to fully grasp how
news is perceived and practised by young audiences today. Bracketing is part of
what Husserl called “phenomenological reduction” (Husserl, 1931, pp. 44-49),
which is when a philosopher brackets her natural belief of the world and her com-
mon-sense assumptions (Van Manen, 2016, p. 27). Bracketing is an epistemological
approach to getting beyond the ‘natural attitude’ in the natural (realist) sciences,
and to not simply take “our natural realist assumptions for granted” (Zahavi,
2019, p. 903). For qualitative research then, Zahavi means, its most important as-
pects are its criticism of scientism, its recognition of the life-world, its developing
of an open-minded and non-biased attitude, as well as a careful analysis of human
existence, understanding the subject as an embodied and socially and culturally
embedded being-in-the-world (Zahavi & Martiny, 2019, p. 161, cf. Zahavi, 2019,
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Pp- 905). Qualitative phenomenological research should hence be theoretically and
epistemologically informed by core phenomenological concepts such as the life-
world, intentionality, experience, horizon, and so on (Zahavi, 2019, p. 905).

The most essential concepts initially guiding our work have been Dasein and
life-world. Martin Heidegger’s notion of ‘Dasein’ (1996), or ‘being in the world’, is
based on an understanding of human existence as co-existent with the surround-
ing world and intentional This means it is situated in the social and cultural situa-
tion at hand, including its background, experiences, and material and cultural cir-
cumstances. Dasein is neither fundamentally free, nor essentially determined by
its context, but relates dialectically to the world and its own existence in it. Dasein
is interlinked with life-world; the subjective world of an individual, as it is per-
ceived through his or her senses. The life-world embraces the interconnected total-
ity of worlds, or realities, that a human being relates to, and can thus be separated
into several parallel, and subjectively constructed, realities. Examples of such real-
ities are dreams, fantasies, scientific contemplation and everyday life. According to
Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 25) everyday life can only be experienced when a
person is awake, which excludes for example dreams during sleep from what we
understand as the everyday. Everyday life from a phenomenological perspective
thus constitutes a symbolically significant category compared with other parts of
the life-world, and works as a reference point for other dimensions of it, as every-
day life, in contrast to other life-world categories, is socially constructed and hence
may be shared with others (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 23). This makes everyday
life intersubjective, but also subjectively organised (my ‘here’ will, after all, always
be your ‘there’). Everyday life also differs from other dimensions of the life-world
as it is material and thus constitutes an ontological reference point of a qualitative-
ly different nature. We have aimed to embed the young adults’ experiences and
thoughts about news in these intersubjective, and material, conditions and dimen-
sions of the life-world, although the Covid-19 pandemic brought along some unex-
pected methodological difficulties, as will be discussed later in this chapter.

Despite this, everyday life should not be understood as static or fixed. Schutz
meant that everyday life consists of several, succeeding, social situations. A situa-
tion is a demarcated project with a special temporal, spatial and social organisa-
tion. In each situation, such as when we come across a piece of news in social
media, we decide what is relevant to us and thus sort out the sensory impressions
and aspects of events that, in the moment, seem unimportant. This situated struc-
ture of relevance can for example explain how memories can differ between two
people who were in the same place and at the same time. The individual situation
in combination with the subject’s current life situation and individual history (i.e.,
it’s autobiography) define what is experienced as relevant in different situations.
This determines and delimits what we perceive as self-evident and fixed, or fluid
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and negotiable, and each situation must be understood from its own context-de-
pendent horizon. An individual’s horizon, Schutz means, is primarily dependent
on his or her social and cultural history, the temporal and spatial dimensions of
the situation and the project in which s/he is currently involved. This means, for
example, that we perceive a trial, and the court room in which it takes place, dif-
ferently depending on whether we are there as a journalist, reporting about the
event for a local newspaper, if we are there as the accused, as the victim of a
crime, or as a concerned citizen witnessing what we see as a deteriorating society.
Understanding everyday life as projects hence means that both material and social
aspects of reality are experienced differently depending on the project, as well as
the socially and historically dependent, interpretive horizon from which it is
viewed. Another important aspect of our construction of relevance is the overall
structural conditions in everyday life that we have learned to regard as natural,
such as legal and other ‘laws’ of social behaviour.

Based on phenomenological theory, we can thus conclude that everyday life
surrounds us during our waking hours and is experienced as routine and concrete,
while the experience of it is context-dependent and socially constructed. The above
provides a theoretical understanding of everyday life which is crucial for our abil-
ity to interpret what news, from an everyday life perspective, is and means to
young people. Therefore, this study leans on a definition of everyday life originat-
ing from phenomenologist Henri Lefebvre. He constructs his definition of every-
day life in the mundane, as deriving from:

what is humble and solid, what is taken for granted and that of which all the parts follow
each other in such a regular, unvarying succession that those concerned have no call to ques-
tion their sequence; thus it is undated and (apparently) insignificant; although it occupies and
preoccupies it is practically untellable, and it is the ethics underlying routine and the aesthet-
ics of familiar settings. At this point it encounters the modern.

(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 24)

This definition of everyday life is multidimensional, yet distinguishes everyday life
from what it is not. Lefebvre highlights everyday life as a flow of activities, limited
and constructed in relation to its temporal and spatial context. This means that ev-
eryday life is not limited to certain special activities (e.g., leisure activities), or spe-
cial times or places (e.g., evening time at home), but is a space we reside in, fram-
ing our experiences. This definition also emphasises the importance of the
subjective experience of everyday life (everyday life as the invisible, self-evident,
that which we do not reflect on) and thus offers a phenomenologically oriented
view. It provides a temporally and spatially inclusive concept of everyday life, em-
phasising it as a flow and focusing on what is experienced as self-evident in exis-
tence. Everyday life is also considered a combination of materiality and symbolic
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dimensions, where both the spatiality and other boundaries of existence, as well as
the ethics and aesthetics of it, are taken into account. This broad, but limited, per-
spective is a guide for this study, and the perceptions and practices of news in ev-
eryday life have been approached in this way.

As outlined above, phenomenology takes human existence as its vantage point
and explores how human subjects exist and create meaning in their everyday lives
in relation to basic categories such as time, space and sociocultural relevance. As
mentioned, Heidegger’s (1927/2010) theoretical notion of ‘Dasein’, ‘being in the
world’, relies on on the understanding of human existence as coexistent with
the surrounding world and intentional. This intentionality makes the being of hu-
mans temporal in its futurity, meaning it is directed to the projects and goals to-
wards which it strives. News perceptions and practices are integrated in this inten-
tionality, as news users use and value news depending on what they find relevant
(cf. Pentina & Tarafdar, 2014). We also know, however, that digital media have start-
ed a process of desynchronisation (Lash & Urry, 1994; Kaun, 2017) of news, in time-
less time (Castells, 2000). But news is not only temporally organised, and nor is hu-
mans’ broader existence in the world. Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) enriched
Heidegger’s predominantly temporal phenomenology by arguing that our exis-
tence is also spatially relational, as a “form of perception” (p. 2811f.) and approach-
ed the embodied dimensions of human existence. This led him to suggest that our
notions of time and space should be understood in relation to our bodily con-
sciousness, as part of human practice. We know that digital media have profound-
ly altered how humans experience space, both from a general perspective (cf. Scan-
nell, 1996, 2014; Larsen, 2000; Bakardjieva, 2005; Pink, 2011, Moores, 2012;
Bengtsson, 2006, 2007; Tudor, 2018, etc.) and in relation to news (cf. Peters, 2012;
Van Damme et al, 2015). To understand how media users perceive news, we
must therefore anchor our understanding in their temporal and spatial directed-
ness, their intentionality, grounded in their everyday life practices and the specific
cultural and material context of news consumption, obviously shifting both be-
tween and within individuals, cultures and media environments. As phenomeno-
logical research has sometimes been accused of lacking a critical perspective ac-
knowledging the “many and often highly charged political, social and discursive
forces that contribute to life in particular settings” (Desjarlais & Throop, 2011,
Pp- 93), we aim at conducting a ‘critical phenomenology’ underscoring the “political
and socioeconomic determinants of life and people’s living conditions” (2018, p. 95),
in line also with Couldry’s and Hepp’s (2016) call for a ‘materialist phenomenolo-
gy’, adding to the phenomenological inside-perspective a critical sensitivity to the
social and material conditions that shape it.



22 —— Chapter 2 The ‘media day’: A phenomenological approach

Our phenomenological perspective, further, brings attention to how the basic
dimensions of the life-world coincide with the basic dimensions of not only news
consumption, but also of news values; time, space and (sociocultural) relevance
(Van Damme et al., 2015; see also Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015; Dimmick
et al., 2011). In relation to space, Peters (2012, p. 701) has argued that “space matters
for how we experience journalism” and that “how we experience journalism
shapes our social spaces” (see also Schrgder, 2015, p. 74), relevant not least for
the increasingly mobile spatialities of digital news. Additionally, Emily Keightley
and John Downey’s (2018) analysis of the temporal dimensions of news consump-
tion is worth highlighting, showing that the interplay between mediated and social-
ly constructed time in news consumption demonstrates a natural embrace of the
multiple temporalities in everyday experience, and that ‘zones of intermediacy’ in
news consumption not only emphasise speed, but also the various constellations of
time in which individuals connect with social, cultural, historical and technological
temporalities. Peters and Schrgder have, finally, argued that the complex news
consumption patterns following from the shifting media repertoires of digital cul-
tures demand “a more dynamic starting point around how temporality is con-
ceived” (2018, p. 1086). Such attempts to address the temporality and spatiality
of digital news consumption, then, point towards their relevance in a phenomeno-
logical approach to news, underlining the importance of anchoring our under-
standing of media users’ perceptions and practices of news in their temporal
and spatial directedness, and its relevance in everyday practice.

News in the ‘media day’: A post-phenomenological approach

In this study, we have adhered to what Don Idhe calls a “post-phenomenological”
approach (Idhe, 2003, also 1993) and Van Manen conceptualises as “practical life-
world studies” (2016, p. 23), directing the phenomenological analysis towards prac-
tices and perception of others. One overarching challenge with this approach has
been to use bracketing purposefully so that we not do predefine what news is
through our project design, to let news in the interview situation remain broader
than just news journalism, while also constructing it as specific enough to grasp a
widened conceptualisation and experience of news, and not just end up with dis-
cussions about anything that young people find interesting to follow in the media.

While taking our departure from Dasein, or ‘being in the world’, we aimed at
acknowledging the anchoring of the participants’ news perceptions and practices
in the world they inhabited, also affecting how young adults relate to news in dig-
ital culture. As mentioned earlier, we know that Dasein has an inherent intention-
ality; an agency to decide in what direction it wants to go. This relates to the indi-
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vidual’s possibility, in today’s multifaceted media landscape, to choose what media
to pay attention to, what sources of information to turn to, which topics to engage
in, and so on, according to the direction the subject is heading in, and their inter-
ests. We started all our interviews with broad and existential questions about
where the young adults placed themselves in the world, where they dwell today,
where they were coming from, what they dreamed about, and where they were
heading. The answers to such questions obviously differ a lot according to general
sociological variables such as gender, class and education, and relate to more than
mere interest in news, as the questions aim at capturing one’s hopes, wishes and
ideas of what is meaningful in the world. With such a broad approach we have also
aimed at exploring the respondents’ life-world and how it relates to news; how our
participants perceive the everyday world around them, its content and limitations,
how it relates to their previous experiences and expectations — also aiming at un-
derstanding the structure of relevance that steers their intentionality.

After our introductory questions we focused on our respondents’ digital media
practices, starting out with the initial ‘media day’ question: “Can you tell me about
your media use on an ordinary day?” This broad introduction was followed by rel-
evant (but sometimes different) questions about specific practices and their impor-
tance and meaning to the young people, including how and where their media use
took place; why they acted as they did (and what they thought about it); what con-
tent they chose to take part in and why, and the purposes it filled for them; how
different media technologies were used for news consumption in comparison to
each other; and how news was experienced and valued in relation to other
media content, as well as its wider social and cultural meanings.

Being involved and engaged in news practices, and perceiving news in a digital
media landscape is also part of our intentionality, and we know from previous re-
search that users use and value news depending on what they find relevant (cf.
Pentida & Tarafdar, 2014; Schrgder, 2019; Bengtsson, 2023). To understand how
our participants perceived news, we therefore aimed at understanding their tem-
poral and spatial directedness, and how they experienced the frames of news pro-
duction and distribution, algorithmic curation of news and technological gatekeep-
ing, that frame everyday news practices but also challenge intentionality and
agency among news audiences in today’s algorithmically organised culture.

We have found inspiration in previous media studies conducted from a phe-
nomenological perspective, such as Maria Bakardjieva’s ground-breaking Internet
Society (2005), in which she studied internet adoption among ordinary Canadians,
and Larsen’s (2000) study of radio users in 1990s Denmark where he, for example,
theorised the distinction between ‘listening to’ and ‘hearing’ the radio (see also,
e.g., Pink, 2011; Moores, 2012; Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2018; Costera Meijer,
& Groot Kormelink, 2020) ). These differences in intentionality among radio listen-
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ers reveal the meaning of the radio in audiences’ everyday life, and more specif-
ically how it is meaningful in users’ transformation from the inner (home) to
the outer world (public space) and how they orient themselves in time (see also
Bengtsson, 2006; Bengtsson & Johansson, 2022). Building on their, and others’,
work, we have approached news perceptions and practices with a phenomenolog-
ical toolbox and approached them as immersed in the temporal and spatial dimen-
sions of everyday life, constructed by the structure of relevance (Schutz & Luck-
mann, 1973). Our study, however, differs fundamentally from the above-
mentioned phenomenological studies in one way in particular — as we study a
media genre ‘in flux’. This meant that we could not simply ask the research partic-
ipants about news, as this would have narrowed their imaginations of what the
study was about, and hence led us away from what we wanted to grasp. Here,
the design of the study with the initial questions around the ‘media day’ provided
a way to be able to gain insights into media and news use without predefining
what they should think of as news, a concern which also guided the interview de-
sign. We instead designed the study so that we would understand how news is
practised and perceived, to, in the next step, nail down what news is and means
from a phenomenological point of view.

As suggested by Zahavi (2019), we departed from some core concepts of phe-
nomenology when designing our study. The most basic dimensions are Dasein,
that we used as a vantage point for our approach to young media users’ percep-
tions and practices of news, constructed through the temporal, spatial and socio-
cultural dimensions of it, in combination with the life-world. When analysing
our empirical material, however, in line with our abductive epistemology and proc-
ess of analysis, we introduced further theoretical perspectives meaningful for un-
derstanding the interview data. As it is important to look at, on the one hand, news
perceptions (the audiences’ ideas of what news is, what makes it meaningful) and,
on the other hand, at news as part of everyday routines and practices, we have an-
alysed how young audiences conceptualise news in relation to, for them, vital in-
formation (actively, as part of their intentionality), as well as the more routinised
practices where news is part of an everyday flow that one can barely notice (cf.
‘hear’ in Steeg Larsen’s analysis) or actively focus upon (cf. listen’ in Steeg Larsen’s
analysis).

The phenomenological interview
According to Zahavi (2019, p. 906), conducting phenomenologically informed qual-

itative research is not merely a question of being open-minded and interested in
first-person experience. Zahavi and Martiny (2019, p. 161) also claim phenomenol-
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ogy can not only make a difference in the handling, analysis and interpretation of
available data, but also in how data are obtained in the first place, for instance
through special interview techniques. This means that phenomenological research
is also conducted in a certain manner.

We have conducted our interviews and small focus groups in the way suggest-
ed by Zahavi and Martiny, 2019), which means adopting an open-minded and em-
phatic attitude in order to establish basic trust with the interviewee, engaging in a
continuous self-critical assessment of our own preconceptions and biases concern-
ing what news is, as well as engaging pro-actively with the interviewees in order to
elicit relevantly detailed descriptions. This means starting our interviews and focus
groups with open and general questions, yet probing the participants to provide
concrete and detailed descriptions of their practices, reflections, feelings and emo-
tions concerning news in the ‘media day’.

As pointed out by James Morley (2019, p. 165) phenomenological interviews aim,
as much as is reasonable, to take a ‘discovery approach’ to interviewing and to seek
out maximally rich descriptions. As already noted, ‘bracketing’ can in this way be
seen as both a theoretical approach and a methodology. For us, this meant trying
to bracket our preconceived understanding of what news is, and hence try not to
force our respondents in any particular direction in the interviews and focus groups,
where the latter were designed to provide open discussion among participants. We
have hence tried to understand what news means to our young participants, without
implying any predefined conception of news.

We introduced our project as being about how young adults use media and
information in their everyday lives, which described the focus of the research proj-
ect and aligned with the interview questions, yet allowed us to circumvent taken-
for-granted assumptions about news, as we were careful to not steer their defini-
tions and understandings of this. Therefore, we did not explicitly mention ‘news’ as
a term initially in the interviews but circled around the concept in the themes
guiding the interviews and focus groups. Towards the middle-end of these, if
‘news’ had not been brought up spontaneously (which it often had), we gently in-
troduced the topic to the participants, relating it to what they had already told us
about their information habits, media practices and interests. This is obviously not
without its problems, as such a mode of conduct may encompass a risk of just end-
ing up with empirical material that contains information about anything that
young adults find interesting in digital (and analogue) media, yet it was a way
to allow for an open approach to how they would talk about news and informa-
tion.

In this sense we are in line with Amadeo Giorgi’s suggestion that conducting a
phenomenological interview (2006, pp. 71-73; 2009, pp. 128—-137) means that the
interviewer should refrain from steering the interviewee in the interview situa-
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tion, but not with Barbro Giorgi (2006, p. 81), who suggests that the phenomenolog-
ical interviewer should not ask any questions at all (see Zahavi and Martiny, 2019,
pp- 155-162). In our interviews, we tried to be as open to the respondents’ own ex-
periences and constructions of reality and everyday life as possible, but we did use
themes to guide the interviews towards our prime interest: the perceptions and
practices of that which is news to young adults. We started our interviews asking
about detailed descriptions of the young adults’ ordinary ‘media day’, and circled
around the participants’ experience of news perceptions and practices, which
meant what kind of media content the respondents routinely paid attention to,
found important, would find it difficult to live without and miss out on, wanted
to stay updated about, and what this meant to them, later moving the discussion
towards other themes such as trust in different kinds of media and sources of in-
formation, and their ideas about traditional news journalism. By starting out with
the young adults’ media practices — detailed descriptions of what the participants
‘did” with the media in everyday life — we asked them to further elaborate on why
they turned to this or that digital platform in a specific situation, why they were
interested in this or that content, or would click on this or that link. This way of
asking the respondents to, in detail, specify and reflect on their routinised
media habits is not only a way to gain deep knowledge about what they do and
why, but also a way to try to gain understanding of the process of navigating, as
described in the introductory chapter. There are of course limitations to what an
interview can give in this respect, but the respondents often burst out at the
end of the interviews: ‘This was fun! I'd never thought about how I do things,
and why?"

Important to note again is that we, in the interview situations, did not equate
news with journalism, nor normatively constructed news journalism as more rel-
evant than other kinds of media content, and although we did ask our participants
about how they perceived and constructed practices around news journalism, we
did this late in the interviews (when it had often become clear anyway). Instead,
we aimed at a broad understanding of the participants’ general media practices,
what kind of content and areas of interests they valued and found vital to be up-
dated and informed about, and if and how news journalism fitted into that picture.
This somewhat reversed way of addressing news turned out to be successful as a
way to broaden our understanding of why and how young adults think of, navi-
gate, appreciate, turn to or away from, news in everyday life.
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Participants and the research process

We conducted interviews with 67 18-26-year-olds in Sweden between June 2019
and January 2021, interviewing 20 individually and the rest (47) in 15 groups of
2-5 participants. The individual interviews provided more in-depth personal de-
tails and the small focus groups illustrated common discourses and the social in-
terplay in the discussions around different platforms. The respondents were re-
cruited with the aid of student assistants using varied methods, including
advertising in social media groups (e.g., local groups for inhabitants in certain
areas), specific targeting, “snowball sampling” (May, 2001, p. 132), with contacts
of contacts acting as “gate-keepers” (see Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999, p. 9) facilitating
access to a wide range of geographical locations and social settings, as well as pro-
viding acceptance of us as researchers. Thirty-eight of our respondents were fe-
male, and 29 were male, and the group interviews consisted of people familiar
to each other, such as groups of friends or flatmates, as contexts in which people
might normally discuss various aspects of the media.

The young adults lived in varied geographical areas across Sweden, from the
north to the south, in larger and smaller cities — including Stockholm and Gothen-
burg as large metropolises, and a wide range of smaller and mid-sized urban en-
vironments — but were also recruited from villages and mere countryside. Some
lived with their parents, others in dorms, some in their own apartments and
some shared housing with friends or partners. The participants further comprised
a broad mix in terms of class, occupation, social and ethnic background, livelihood,
interests, and lifestyles, with 8 students at a gymnasium level, 21 at university or
other post-gymnasium education, 6 being unemployed and the rest employed part-
or full-time at the time of the interviews. A small minority were politically active,
but the majority were not, some used (social) media as work arena, but the major-
ity did not. All in all, the empirical material grasped a large variety of young Swed-
ish adults’ media practices and preferences but must not of course be seen as rep-
resentative of the nation’s youth as a whole. Most of our interviewees can be
described primarily as media consumers, as most of them used the media mainly
to follow individuals and organisations and for interpersonal communication with
close friends and small groups, something which is also in line with national sta-
tistics of media use in this age group.!

As such, the sample is relatively heterogeneous, allowing insights into varied
settings and avoiding a tendency in social research to over-represent university
students as a demographic category. Yet, it should be noted that this diversity

1 https:/svenskarnaochinternet.se/rapporter/svenskarna-och-internet-2023/english/.
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and the relatively broad age range within the narrower group that young people
make up could provide a challenge in analysing the results as, for example, TikTok
or Instagram are likely to be approached differently by an 18-year-old and a 26-
year-old. However, while we make no claims at generalising the findings to a spe-
cific population, we view our participants as speaking from a certain life stage,
characterised by a degree of flexibility in terms of life choices and the organisation
of everyday life. In the analysis, we have acknowledged the variety of uses, expe-
riences and understandings of news across the sample, while being alert to details
concerning participating individuals and groups.

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic during the time of the project, most of our inter-
views were conducted via video link on Zoom, although initially conducted in face-
to-face situations. As young people in Sweden in general are heavily tech-savvy
and used to communicating and socialising via digital media, this did not cause
us as severe problems as we had feared. We soon realised that individual inter-
views worked almost as well as they would in a face-to-face situation (although
we only got glimpses of the material and social environments inhabited by the par-
ticipants as background of their Zoom room); however, the group interviews did
not end up in the desired open discussions where the interviewer mainly works
as a listener, adding some comments here and there to deepen certain aspects,
but turned out as rounds where participants answered questions one by one,
often in the order of the Zoom room (cf. Bolin et al., 2023). We used the time
we gained from not being able to travel across the country to conduct the inter-
views on site as planned, to instead enlarge the number of individual and group
interviews, as well as limiting the number of participants in the group interviews
to a maximum of four, from the initially intended five or six. Despite the mishap of
the Covid-19 pandemic and due to these changes, Zoom offered satisfactory condi-
tions for the interviews, something also found by earlier research (cf. Archibald et
al.,, 2019; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2021). The pandemic still obstructed our initial ambitions
to include ‘think aloud’ methodology (but some interviewees took and sent us
screenshots of their media content after the interviews), which is why the analysis
leans heavily on the interviewees’ verbal constructions of their media preferences
and practices. Our methodological approach yet provided us with close and de-
tailed descriptions of what, how and for what purposes our young participants
used (a broad range of) media in their everyday lives. Our interviews lasted be-
tween 1-2 hours and were recorded and fully transcribed. Transcriptions were
coded and discussed according to an abductive approach, highlighting the moving
back and forth between theory and data which was adopted for the analysis, em-
phasising the openness of the researcher to the perspectives of the participants
(Seale, 1999, pp. 91-105). In this process, new theoretical perspectives and concepts
were introduced in the analyses, beyond those guiding the data-gathering process
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as discussed earlier. All names were pseudonymised and details removed so that
none of the respondents can be identified. In order to further regard the ethical
aspects of qualitative research and secure our participants’ anonymity we have
also chosen not to mention the specific geographical place where our participants
live, but conceptualise the geographical areas in which they live in five categories:
metropolitan areas (including the three larger cities in Sweden), mid-size towns (in-
cluding a wide range of smaller and mid-sized towns in the southern and northern
part of the country), university towns (including the cities mainly dominated by
their larger universities), smaller communities and countryside.



Chapter 3
Encountering news in ambient media
environments

When exploring how news becomes meaningful to young people in everyday con-
texts, one starting point is to consider how it is accessed and made sense of as part
of their wider media use. As discussed in both previous chapters, we can assume
that news consumption in a highly digitised and media-saturated context can be
characterised as a relatively fluid and less easily delineated endeavour, compared
with more distinct activities such as ‘reading a newspaper’ or ‘watching the news
on telly’, and that this shift has a particular bearing on young people. Yet, when
browsing social media, listening to podcasts, watching video-logs or finding out
about the latest online gossip, they, clearly, come across a variety of information,
of which some can be obtained from established news media whereas some will be
gleaned from sources and formats that may, potentially, be considered to be news,
while unrelated to news journalism. To understand how young adults view and en-
gage with news, we therefore begin by looking at how it fits into a broader media
context.

This chapter provides an introductory overview of how the young adults in
our study come across news, and how they perceive different kinds of news and
information that they encounter as part of their everyday involvement with a va-
riety of different media formats and content. In the chapter, we discuss the ways in
which news is accessed and incorporated into these daily media habits, paying par-
ticular attention to news use as interlinked with social media, and highlighting
blurring boundaries between news and social media from a young audience per-
spective. How do the young adults encounter news, as they see it? What kinds of
media formats and content do they understand as covered by the notion of news?
And how do they experience novel forms of ‘news’ stemming from social media
platforms, including hybrid categories such as influencers and memes, as part of
their wider media use?

By paying attention to the media practices and experiences of young adults,
the chapter provides some initial answers to these questions, to be developed
more fully in subsequent chapters. It begins by outlining some recent research
on how audiences find and relate to news in a digital media landscape, sketching
some of the central themes of analysis within this field of study, including the con-
cept of ‘repertoire’ and different ways of conceptualising changing news practices.
Introducing the interviews and focus groups, the analysis is then divided into three
parts, with the first part discussing the research participants’ descriptions of their

8 Open Access. © 2024 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https:/doi.org/10.1515/9783111340654-004
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‘media day’. The second part charts what types of news — as defined by the young
adults - they encounter in their everyday life, ranging from occasionally watching
TV news in the family home to continuous updates within a personalised ‘flow’ of
information in social media. The third part of the analysis focuses on dimensions
of social media as platforms for news, further considering how these impact on the
young adults’ ideas of what news is, and highlighting how media genres ‘native’ to
social media, including categories such as influencers and memes, can sometimes
be experienced as important sources of ‘news’, with an equal standing to more of-
ficial sources of information about society in the young adults’ eyes.

News repertoires, ‘news-ness’ and new pathways to news

Paying attention to what is ‘new’ in current news use is a common starting point in
research within the so-called ‘audience turn’ in studies of news and journalism
(see Vulpius et al.,, 2023), as we have discussed in Chapter 1. The focus on novel
and transformative dimensions of contemporary news use partly relates to techno-
logical shifts, paving the way for different forms of cross-platform (Schrgder, 2015;
Swart et al,, 2016) and mobile news use (see Jansson & Lindell, 2015; Picone et al.,
2015), as well as to new routines and practices, including ‘checking’, ‘sharing’,
‘clicking’, ‘linking’ and ‘scrolling’ (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015, 2020;
Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2019), with the habit of ‘snacking’, as brief repeated
news encounters, especially associated with accessing news via mobile phones
(cf. Molyneux, 2017).

One way of identifying how news audiences find and evaluate news in digital
contexts is the study of everyday ‘repertoires’, which can be used to understand
how and why people find and combine a range of news sources, while potentially
rejecting others (e. g., Edgerly et al., 2018; Peters et al., 2022; Peters & Schrader, 2018;
Schrgder, 2015; Swart et al., 2016; Vulpius et al., 2023). News or information reper-
toires relate to regular uses of a variety of media, which are not viewed as discrete
choices but rather as relational and contextually based, including orientations to-
wards, for instance, a range of platforms, brands or genres, or specific regions or
modes of consumption. News repertoires, thus, are not envisioned as synonymous
with individual selections, nor do they necessarily overlap with news appreciation
(Swart et al.,, 2016, pp. 1352—1354).

The notion of repertoires directs attention to how contemporary news con-
sumption is formed within broad communicative environments, highlighting
how people ‘meaningfully fulfil their needs for information and diversion’ (Peters
et al,, 2022, p. 64). It may, however, provide less room for analysis of other meaning-
making processes, such as everyday social interaction and construction of narra-
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tives around news (cf. Bird, 2010, p. 14; Clark & Marchi, 2017 Hill, 2007), while em-
phasising, in some sense, rational — if routinised and contextually located — forms
of use. Social and mobile news consumption, however, has increasingly been asso-
ciated with haphazard and unintentional news encounters (see Park & Kaye, 2020;
Oeldorf-Hirsch & Srinivasan, 2022), and some scholars have emphasised how social
media use interlinks with ‘news will find me’ perceptions among certain individ-
uals, who feel that exposure to news happen irrespective of their choices or actions
(De Zuniga et al., 2017; De Zufiga et al., 2020; Strauf’ et al., 2021). Based on a qual-
itative study of American college students, Dunja Antunovic et al. (2018) make the
case for how ‘incidental consumption’, nevertheless, is to be seen as an expected
part of young people’s digital news consumption, identified as a key ‘stage’ in this,
alongside ‘routine surveillance’ and ‘directed consumption’. Such research mirrors
other studies that have underlined how social media use, overall, is likely to inter-
link with unintended news consumption (Boczkowski et al. 2018; Fletcher & Niel-
sen, 2018), which can be seen as more common in the news experience of the
young (Bergstrom & Jervelycke Belfrage, 2018).

The expansion of social media, clearly, warrants further consideration of their
role in everyday news experiences, where different kinds of social media plat-
forms, on a user level, are subject to distinct processes of meaning-making (Matassi
& Boczkowski, 2023), but equally contribute to information ‘abundance’ (Boczkow-
ski, 2021) that creates new challenges and opportunities for news audiences. As
also noted in the introductory chapter, it can, likewise, be argued that the intercon-
nected system of (social) media platforms (Van Dijck et al., 2018; cf. Van Dijck, 2013)
impacts on news consumption far beyond multiplying the points of access; an ar-
gument developed by Clark and Marchi (2017) in their study of how teenagers part-
ly circumvent established news organisations by using social media for accessing
and creating their own news, with information-sharing and other communicative
practices central. Their work correlates with theoretical analyses underlining how
‘the new networked spaces of storytelling afforded via online platforms’, apart
from inviting communication and sharing, can be characterised as hybrid, in blur-
ring boundaries between information, news and entertainment, and as ambient
(Papacharissi, 2015, p. 29; cf. Hermida, 2010) — signalling a more fluid character
that can be compared with the idea of ‘news-ness’ for capturing audience perspec-
tives (Edgerly & Vraga, 2020a, 2020b), as discussed in the introductory chapter. Such
analysis, no doubt, will serve as an important backdrop as we, in the following,
move on to discuss the empirical study.
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News as embedded in the media day

As explained in the previous chapter, we started our empirical work by posing a
‘media day’ question, asking the young adults to freely talk about how they
would use media on an ordinary day, and from there proceeded to discussions
about their uses of news and information. This initial question often yielded elab-
orate answers, detailing how different kinds of — primarily digital — media played a
continual, often crucial, part of daily routines. As in the introductory example of
this book, a common description was how they would start the day by checking
social media on their smartphones, while still in bed, and from then on use a
range of mainly digital media to accompany everyday activities in an ongoing man-
ner.! Striking to us was the overall richness of their media use, in terms of the
range of media formats and content engaged with but also how it was continuous
and simultaneous, encompassing a great deal of the ‘life-world’, sometimes making
it difficult for the participants to fully explain. A media day could include, for ex-
ample, watching YouTube videos over breakfast, listening to music on Spotify in
headphones while browsing social media or news apps on the bus on the way
to school or work, continuing to check one’s mobile throughout the day to keep
connected to friends and public issues, playing a computer game or watching a
TV series on a streaming site to relax back at home, listening to a podcast while
cooking, watching a film or a series later in the evening — and ending the day
by scrolling social media, in bed. Given that we did not observe their actual
media practices, it is not possible for us to have a clear picture of how they, for
instance, navigated on social media, although many were generous in attempting
to provide relatively detailed accounts when asked about this.

These accounts, which may be seen as indicative of ‘media life’ (Deuze, 2012),
or ‘deep mediatisation’ (Couldry & Hepp, 2016; Hepp, 2020), as characteristics of
contemporary life, likewise provided a picture of daily media use at once highly
individualised and social, in that it largely revolved around personal and individ-
ualised streams of information, with the smartphone a central technology, but

1 While most of the participants provided detailed accounts of their daily media involving differ-
ent media, we should of course be aware that the accounts they gave us should not be regarded as
complete, and that there may be aspects of their media use that they would not be comfortable
telling researchers or other people about. Examples of media use that might be considered
more private could be the use of pornography, which was not mentioned in any of the interviews
or focus groups, online gambling, or the use of certain games or dating apps. The latter was dis-
cussed in one focus group, in relation to how a group of female friends would look at dating
apps on their phones in a humorous way together, but in general, these types of media were
not mentioned.
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equally incorporated ongoing networking and communication on social media. As
explained in Chapter 2, most of the young people who participated in the study did
not describe themselves as particularly active in sharing and producing content (al-
though a few did), yet it appeared common to sometimes communicate with others
in smaller chat groups, on platforms such as Messenger, Snapchat and WhatsApp,
which they found more enjoyable and experienced as less risky than the sharing in
more public spaces. It was also obvious, particularly from the focus groups, that
these chats could be the basis for ‘offline’ social interaction throughout the day,
too. For example, in one group with male friends, who were interviewed on
Zoom, the participants in fact kept using ‘their’ chat group during the discussion,
occasionally joking and laughing with one another about the content in the chat. At
the same time, the social dimension, as well as the overall media day, differed de-
pending on the participants’ living situation, which varied from living alone, to liv-
ing with a partner, flatmates, or family or children. For those still living with their
parents, watching regular TV together with a parent or other family members
could, for example, be described as part of the media day, including watching
morning or evening news programmes together. In these instances, the young
adults had not themselves chosen what to watch but appreciated the opportunity
to connect to their families and to be able to comment on various news items to-
gether.

As would be expected given the participants’ age and geo-cultural location, so-
cial media played a critical part in their daily media use. Using one’s smartphone to
scroll through and briefly ‘check’ a range of social media platforms throughout the
day was described as a recurring habit, providing opportunities to keep up to date
with friends and the extended social network as well as keeping abreast with what
was going on in society and the world beyond the immediate surroundings. Sa-
muel, a 23-year-old personal assistant who lived by himself in a university town,
explained how his day was initiated in this way, with social media accompanying
other activities, too:

Samuel: When I wake up I check the phone for a bit, and then there might have dropped in
some memes in group chats, or whatever. I usually start with some scrolling, for example both
Instagram and Facebook, I check all messages and might write something myself. Then it just
continues, so I sit down in front of the computer (...). A lot of TV and streaming. I rarely post on
social media. I've just downloaded that bloody app, TikTok, too, which the lads recommended,
and yesterday I was in the bath for two and a half hours, just scrolling through TikTok.
(Samuel, 23, personal assistant, university town)

As emphasised by Samuel, the checking and scrolling of social media platforms
could thus frame and punctuate the day, although it was far from always described
as an active choice. This more habitual, or even compulsive, aspect was also exem-
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plified by Ingrid and Tilda, two 22-year-olds living in a mid-size town in central
Sweden, working at a school and in a shop, when discussing their motivation
for repeatedly checking Instagram, Twitter and Snapchat throughout their day:

Ingrid: As soon as you’re waiting for the bus or go somewhere you check Instagram, and Twit-
ter, and Snapchat, all the time. Because that’s where we talk, or whatever. (...)

Tilda: I completely agree! You do it because you’re bored and have nothing else to do.
(Focus group, 22, mid-size town)

It can be noted, thus, that the young adults’ uses of social media were partly expe-
rienced as something distinct from active social networking or a determined
search for news or other information. The continual scrolling and ‘checking’ cor-
respond to the cyclical and brief ‘scanning’ that has been observed for contempo-
rary news consumption (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015, 2020; Groot Kor-
melink & Costera Meijer, 2019), but when thinking about how encounters with
news may interweave with young adults’ everyday uses of social media, it is clearly
necessary to acknowledge its routinised and more unaware dimensions.

In line with national statistics at the time,” the most frequently used social
media platforms were Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, which almost all the re-
spondents used every day, followed by Youtube, Twitter (currently X) and TikTok,
which many used regularly. Some discussed less commonly used platforms, such as
WhatsApp, Reddit, Pinterest and Twitch. Although the participants’ social media
habits, then, appeared to follow user patterns for the specific age group in Sweden,
they equally mirrored international research on young adults’ social media use, in
that different platforms appeared to play distinct roles in their lives (see Boczkow-
ski et al., 2018). For instance, while Facebook was often described as a more ‘offi-
cial’ platform, used, for example, for taking part in interest groups and finding in-
formation about work opportunities and social events, Instagram was seen as
suited for following lifestyle trends, influencers and information about what
was happening in society, whereas Snapchat appeared particularly valued for com-
municating with and keeping up to date with friends. Similarly, YouTube was often
described as a platform that could help deepen knowledge about specific subjects
or interests, with Twitter as offering interesting opinions, and TikTok generally de-
scribed as a source of light-hearted entertainment at the time of the interviews.
Such nuances, which will be developed further in the next chapter, are important
to recognise as they necessitate a holistic perspective to understand how social
media interplay in the lives of young people, as well as providing a backdrop to

2 https:/svenskarnaochinternet.se/rapporter/svenskarna-och-internet-2020/sociala-medier/?gclid=
EATaIQobChMItPL-we W-7wIVQaOyChOgdAEQEAAYASABEGI7R_D_BwE.
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the enquiry into how news was encountered within the participants’ overall media
use.

News was not commonly mentioned in the first response to our question about
the media day, perhaps reflecting how conventional news is not always prioritised
by people in this age group (see Peters et al., 2022, pp. 65-66), and serving as a
reminder of how news journalism, when approached as part of a totality of differ-
ent media, is not necessarily considered a particularly prominent feature by young
people. As will be discussed below;, there were several participants who said that
they would read an online newspaper or check a news aggregator app on a, more
or less, daily basis, and some of the ‘older’ participants in this sample mentioned
‘quality’ morning papers, read online, in their immediate descriptions of their reg-
ular media habits, as well as radio news, whereas others explained straight away
that they had a strong interest in news. Yet, these immediate connections to news
were not common, and, in the initial phase of the discussions, news did generally
not appear as a key feature within their daily media use.

There was, however, a widespread notion among most of the young adults of
news as being important — a media genre of value to society (c.f. Casero Ripollés,
2012). Yet, when describing their own media consumption practices, it appeared
less prominent, at least initially in the discussions. This slight discrepancy, which
can be seen as something of a paradox also found in previous studies of young
news audiences (Costera Meijer, 2007), is exemplified in the following explanation
by Michelle, an unemployed 19-year-old living in the countryside, who emphasised
how she felt it was imperative to follow news media, such as the popular tabloid
Aftonbladet, at the same time as recognising that this was something that she as-
pired to, rather than actively practised in her daily life:

Michelle: I think it’s important that both myself and others follow the news media, like Afton-
bladet or something, so you have an idea of what’s happening in the world. I definitely feel
like I should get better at that, because it’s so important to keep updated. So that feels impor-
tant to me.

(Michelle, 19, unemployed, countryside)

Keeping up to date with the news, then, was regarded as an ideal and something to
strive for, but on an everyday level it was not always prioritised among the range
of available media content. This mirrored a previous Swedish study of how youth
view social media as sources of public affairs news, which in a similar way found a
strong belief in the value of taking part in news journalism and feelings of shame
for privately preferring to instead follow more ‘frivolous’ social media content
(Sveningsson, 2015).
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Finding news

However, despite the tension between the perception of engaged news consump-
tion as an ideal, and the actual day-to-day routines adhered to, as our interviews
progressed it became clear that both news journalism and other kinds of informa-
tion that the participants regarded as ‘news’ were still in different ways present
within their overall media habits. As mentioned, TV news programmes were reg-
ularly watched by some of the participants, who explained how morning or eve-
ning newscasts from the public service broadcaster (SVT) or from TV4, a popular
commercial TV channel, formed part of their routines. Here, Nyhetsmorgon, a
morning news show on TV4 mixing ‘serious’ and more light-hearted news, seemed
especially appreciated for being entertaining as well as informative. Likewise,
some read free local newspapers every now and again, and many claimed to at
least occasionally read an online newspaper, with Aftonbladet’s free app men-
tioned as a source of news in many of the discussions, alongside the SVT news
app, and Omni, a free Swedish news aggregator app that was particularly appre-
ciated for allowing brief round-ups of the main news headlines; a type of quick
overview that many, in fact, seemed to prefer when accessing news journalism on-
line. Furthermore, possibly reflecting how news consumption is intimately linked
with social class (see Lindell, 2018; Lindell & Mikkelsen Bage, 2023), some of the
participants from a middle-class background, whose parents had gone to universi-
ty or who were themselves university students, also mentioned the two ‘quality’
Swedish newspapers Dagens Nyheter and Svenska Dagbladet as key to their regu-
lar news consumption. Others, however, regarded these types of news sources as
inaccessible, possibly because of the more demanding content but also due to
the price required to get behind the paywall for content. As exemplified by a 23-
year-old shop assistant from a metropolitan area, the price of news could, in
fact, be a key concern when choosing a news source, and reading a newspaper on-
line was not necessarily something considered worth paying for:

Tuva: The ones [news sources] that 'm mostly drawn to are the evening tabloids Expressen or
Aftonbladet. A lot of young people my age have these apps, but mainly for pleasure and shock
value than for actual news. If something interesting turns up I'll check it there. Often it’s for
free as well — much more often than in Svenska Dagbladet and Dagens Nyheter, which you
have to pay for.

(Tuva, 23, shop assistant, metropolitan area)

When the participants elaborated on which types of news journalism they were
interested in and would meet in their everyday life, then, the emphasis, as in
this example, was often on news sources that were entertaining or provided a
quick, easily accessible overview, but also were available for free. The latter can
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be compared to Danish research showing how young audiences may view news as
a ‘free’ resource (Kammer et al., 2015) but is also a reminder of how the price of
news journalism can be important for some parts of the audience.

Thus, many of the young adults would at least in some capacity actively turn to
different forms of news journalism, including the news apps that some had down-
loaded on their phones. News journalism could also be accessed as embedded in
their social media feeds, where they, likewise, regularly encountered a range of
other types of information about society from a variety of other sources, including
influencers, video-logs on YouTube, Instagram Stories, memes, social media post-
ings of friends and family, and websites from organisations and government agen-
cies. It, likewise, became clear that for many, this kind of wider information but
also some news journalism encountered in social media could be of a transnation-
al character, with several participants for example being aware of and spontane-
ously mentioning some main English-language news sites, including the Daily Mail,
the Sun, Fox News and CNN. In some of the interviews and focus groups there were
also accounts of what Antunovic et al. (2018) call ‘directed consumption’, exempli-
fied by how the participants explained they would turn to and actively seek out
information from established news sources when a major event or something
out of the ordinary appeared, for example in relation to Covid-19.

However, the discussions also provided insights into less actively sought after
encounters with news. This type of news use appeared hard to pin-point, yet it was
often mentioned when participants were asked about where they would find news
and information about society — a question that some would struggle to answer or
explain, or answer with statements such as “I don’t know, it just comes to me!”
Where news ‘comes from’, then, could be a difficult question to answer, with
news as ‘just appearing’ a notable aspect of the young adults’ experiences. As in
the example below, when a university student in the natural sciences described
her overall news routines, it could, for instance, be related to automatic ‘push no-
tifications’ not always easy to identify:

Beatrice: Well, I think I get these ... what do you call them, push notifications, from Dagens
Nyheter? I think? I'm not sure, I need to check. Dagens Nyheter, SVT, TV4-play. I think those are
what I get — yes, those I get push notifications from, so then I can kind of see the headlines.
(...) But I don’t think I read very much. In the morning, I scroll through social media for a little
while, like Facebook and Instagram. And then I do check the SVT app. And I think those are
the only things that I actively go to.

(Beatrice, 25, university student, metropolitan area)

Similarly, the experience of news as ‘just appearing’ could relate to an algorithmic
selection of news and information based on earlier searches and personal inter-
ests, as explained by Wilhelm, a 20-year-old IT technician:
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Interviewer: What type of news are you interested in, Wilhelm?

Wilhelm: Well, it could be everything from some gossip about ... for example, Johnny Depp,
you hear a lot about him now. Or about Covid being on the increase, and how we’re not pre-
pared for the next wave, for example. Or it could be about a game, that there’s a new release
coming up later. So everything from entertainment to serious news, really.

Interviewer: We talked about gaming before, is it from YouTube you get information there,
or?

Wilhelm: It depends, it can vary from YouTube to Google. If you open up your news feed on
your mobile phone, you get a lot of news there. It comes from the searches you've done on
YouTube and Google, which I guess depends on what you’ve been searching for, what they
decide to show you.

Interviewer: So you mean that you don’t consciously go in and look for that type of news...?

Wilhelm: No, exactly.
(Wilhelm, 20, IT technician, countryside)

The experiences described by Beatrice and Wilhelm are, arguably, not possible to
fully capture using the notion of news repertoires, as these require some sort of
active selection of platforms and sources, whereas the accounts of Beatrice and
Wilhelm concern automated encounters with news that seemed difficult for the
participants themselves to pin-point or identify. Instead, these kinds of descrip-
tions draw attention to how exposure to news can appear as part of an ongoing
‘flow’ of content on social and mobile media, as has been theorised by other schol-
ars (Park & Kaye, 2020; Oeldorf-Hirsch & Srinivasan, 2022). To some extent, this
may align with the ‘news finds me’ perception as previously discussed (see
Straufd et al., 2021), as an individual approach stimulated by digitisation and social
media. However, we would argue that the experience of news as ‘just appearing’,
here, was not just confined to the expectations of certain individuals, but instead
appeared as fundamental to the young adults’ daily experiences of digital systems
of news and information partly shaped by automation and algorithmic steering of
news and information habits (cf. Antunovic et al., 2018).

Social media as a source of news

In some of the interviews and focus groups, there were spontaneous comparisons
of what accessing news and information via social media more specifically in-
volved, compared with traditional news media. Social media, here, were often
held up as an important, yet different, source of news and information, useful
for keeping up to date with smaller and larger events, and for easy access to
fast-paced information considered relevant. They could thus be described as com-
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plementing news in traditional media, providing alternative perspectives or giving
opportunities for gaining a deeper knowledge about specific events. At the time of
the research, Black Lives Matter and Covid-19 were, for instance, majox, ongoing
news stories, and these two examples were mentioned in several of the interviews
and focus groups as something that participants had attempted to learn more
about through social media, for example by turning to influencers on Instagram
or video-logs on YouTube to find out about specific aspects of these events. Such
descriptions align with several contemporary studies of people’s information prac-
tices that show that news journalism is far from the only source of information in
people’s lives (see Stald, 2023) and that several different kinds of media content can
be seen as news (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015, 2020; Peters et al., 2022;
Ornebring & Hellekant Rowe, 2022).

Some of the participants made a distinction between news journalism and
other kinds of information, such as a group of male university students, 22—23
years old, who followed two public service radio channels on social media, but
yet considered social media as ‘only memes, pictures of people having babies and
their cats, kind of’, and felt it was important to keep updated by quality newspapers
and other established news sources. Others made distinctions between news in so-
cial media and news journalism, not as something radically different, but as com-
plementary genres within the broader concept of news. As just one example of how
wide-ranging the discussions could become when speaking about different sources
of news and information, it is worth quoting at length a discussion with Wilhelm,
the 20-year-old IT-technician, Michelle, the 19-year-old currently unemployed, and
Saga, an 18-year-old gymnasium student, all living in the countryside:

Interviewer: Do you access any news and if so, what kind of news?

Saga: It’s very varied, basically. I hear news from the horse world, and ... yes. That’s what I
find most interesting, and how Corona ... I have also followed the American election a lot.

Interviewer: Where do you get this news?

Saga: Regarding the horse world, there is this app called Ridler, Corona and the election has
been mostly TV4, they updated a lot.

Interviewer: But not social media then?
Saga: Instagram, in that case.

Michelle: Yes, I would say Instagram, that’s where I get most of my information, but also as
Saga said, horse news I check on Hippson’s webpage because there’s a lot of horse stuff,
kind of.

Wilhelm: I use mostly Facebook I would say, because there I get everything from Expressen [a
tabloid newspaper] to what a friend shares from their everyday life. I get everything I want,
from news to entertainment.
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Interviewer: What kind of news is it that you see on Instagram, Michelle?

Michelle: There’s also a lot of horse stuff, because I follow several horse accounts and keep
updated about horse competitions, especially now during Corona. So, I'm very much keeping
track of the horse world.

Interviewer: Facebook is an important news media for you Wilhelm?

Wilhelm: Yes, when comparing Instagram and Facebook, I get more from Facebook. Insta-
gram is more fun stuff, fun memes for example.

Michelle: It also depends a lot on what you follow on Instagram, I have actively chosen to fol-
low several accounts that post a lot about horses, while Wilhelm maybe follows more enter-
taining accounts, and of course we end up with very different things then.

(..

Interviewer: Are there any areas or countries or so that you are particularly interested in get-
ting news about?

Michelle: I like Swedish news because I follow a lot of horse-news, to keep track of compet-
itions, if they will go through with them or not. What will happen with Falsterbo Horse Show,
and the Swedish Championship and so on.

Saga: I keep very much updated about the horse world in Sweden as well as internationally, I
find it really interesting to hear others’ points of view about Corona at the moment, and then
also generally about new horse methods and stuff.

Wilhelm: For me, it’s mostly [information about] job opportunities or apartments. Also news
from around, but also entertainment. Both in Sweden and internationally. If you're looking
for a job, it’s in Sweden, but entertainment you check internationally.

Interviewer: Do you read international news in Swedish news media?

Wilhelm: It depends, but mostly English [media] I think. I don’t know if it’s USA’s own sites,
but it’s different. I get different [sites/suggestions] in my news feed, it can be about Johnny
Depp or other news, but it’s in my feed.

Interviewer: What kind of English-language can it be?
Wilhelm: There are some vlogs, or news sites, that not only contain one thing, but a mixture of

things.
(Focus group, 18—-20, countryside)

This discussion clearly exemplifies the porous borders between news and other
media content in the minds of these young people, and illustrates how social
media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook could play a major role as pro-
viders of news and information. And even though there were of course differences
among respondents, based on age as well as social class and other factors shaping
news consumption, this way of seeing all kinds of content in social media as news
was, in fact, common among the entire group of participants, with the two ways of
understanding news, as journalism and news media, and as a much wider range of
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content and formats, often co-existing in the discussions. Although the young
Swedes in general were familiar with the basic differences between news journal-
ism and other mediated information integrated in their information repertoires
and overall media use, such as journalists’ intention, work process and ethos,
these insights did not affect how they shaped their daily information practices
or conceptualised news. Alongside the notion of ‘news-ness’ as a way to think
about how news can be understood on an audience level, we could therefore
also use the categories suggested in a report by the Reuters Institute of Journalism
on young people and news, which, based on a qualitative study of young adults in
three different countries (Brazil, the UK and US) makes a distinction between ‘the
news’ and ‘news’, as a help for thinking about news from a broader perspective,
where the latter entails a plethora of information that young people consider to
be new, in a range of different areas (Collao, 2022, p. 15).

When describing social media as sites for news, some, furthermore, under-
lined how social media platforms could be valued precisely because they differed
from news journalism, not least due to the availability of user-generated stories
and more personal perspectives. Such accounts illustrated in our material corre-
late with a recent study of young Dutch smartphone users by Joélle Swart and Mar-
cel Broersma (2023), which points to how we might think of a difference between
young people’s awareness of what news is, traditionally, and their experiences of
what news ‘feels like’, on platforms such as Instagram. One participant, who ex-
plained how she used Instagram to learn about the situation for Uyghurs in
China, also emphasised how she perceived a difference in the focus of news on so-
cial media versus traditional news media, where social media, as she experienced
it, could provide more attention to specific issues:

News on social media, for me, are things that happen that aren’t given so much attention in,

like, Aftonbladet — like demonstrations. Or like the rainforest in Amazonas or fires in Austral-

ia, that wasn’t written about so much in Aftonbladet, but it was more on Instagram.
(Lovisa, 21, university student, metropolitan area)

One participant in a group of 18-year-old gymnasium students, who lived in a less
affluent suburb in a metropolitan area and claimed to almost solely access news
and information about society on social media, developed a similar view that so-
cial media platforms could extend knowledge about topics and perspectives that
traditional news media did not cover:

Interviewer: Which types of news do you find most interesting to get updated on?

Absalon: I like to take part of news that affects me. The kind of news that I mainly see online
(on social media) is to do with injustices. That’s because injustices aren’t shown in the same
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way in traditional media, it won’t get the same amount of viewings. ... About a month ago,
there was news about police brutality in Nigeria. I wouldn’t have known about it if I
hadn’t seen it online, it was only there that I could see it. It wasn’t covered anywhere on,
like, SVT or Aftonbladet.

Interviewer: Where did you get the information about the police brutality...?

Absalon: First on Twitter, cause it was trending there. Then I went in there and checked and
got a lot of information. The week after I saw it everywhere on Instagram and YouTube. Peo-
ple were sharing it on their stories, it was everywhere.

(Absalon, 18, gymnasium student, metropolitan area)

Social media, here, are seen as more suited than traditional news media in cover-
ing certain topics of particular interest, and for gaining information about specific
geographical areas not in focus in the Swedish news media. It is also clear that, as
social media platforms are described as the only place to obtain what these young
participants defined as news, different social media platforms gain different roles
in shaping this, as in this example when Twitter became the first place that Absa-
lon heard about police brutality in Nigeria, as a ‘trending’ topic, which he, then,
would learn more about through shared stories and personal interpretations on
Instagram and YouTube. In these instances, our material can clearly be compared
to the news use observed by Clark and Marchi (2017) in their work with American
teenagers, in highlighting a simultaneous disillusionment with ‘legacy’ news and
the formation of alternative sources of knowledge and public engagement on social
media, where Clark and Marchi are drawing on Papacharissi’s (2015) notion of ‘af-
fective publics’ to describe how young people become part of the news story by
emotive declarations online (2017 pp. 117-119).

Influencers and memes as news genres

The experiences among participants of social media as providing a particular form
of news, with its own news values and prioritised perspectives and responses,
meant that what was considered as sources of news, finally, could also be extended
to new genres — of which influencers and memes were two noteworthy categories
that could be referred to as key news sources in the interviews and focus groups.
Influencers — a term that was rather broadly used by the participants to refer to
popular individuals with a large online following — primarily seemed to have a role
in areas such as lifestyle, fashion, training and beauty, but they were also, by some,
considered useful for providing information on areas such as Covid-19, Black Lives
Matter or feminism, or for topics relating to politics or activism, at the same time
as they could be appreciated for providing an interpretive community. The latter
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aspect was exemplified in the interview with Tuva, the shop assistant introduced
earlier, who was particularly engaged in feminism and anti-racism, and who ex-
plained how certain influencer accounts on Instagram had become highly signifi-
cant to her, as her friends were less interested in politics and she no longer had her
father around to discuss these interests with:

Interviewer: So you choose not to talk about that type of political stuff with your friends?

Tuva: No, they know where I stand.