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Abstract
Digital media transform news. First, we see this in changing use patterns. Young 
people today show a decline in interest in traditional news formats and practices, 
such as watching the evening news on TV or reading a daily newspaper. But digital 
media also transform production and distribution of news, leading to new ways to 
conceptualise and understand news. In the light of these profound transformations 
in audience behaviour many have started to question the concept of news in news 
research. In the light of such altered production and distribution contexts which 
are likely to fundamentally impact on audiences’ definitions and perceptions, this 
article sets out to explore alternative ways to understand and conceptualise news, 
beyond traditional news research. What is news today, and how can we study it from 
the perspective of news audiences, without resorting to preconceived notions? We 
propose a theoretical approach based in classic phenomenology which, we argue, will 
open up for further reconsideration of the concept as well as providing a potentially 
fruitful basis for research on digital news consumption. 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. We argue phenomenology to be particularly relevant for 
exploring new meanings of news as the basic dimensions of phenomenology not only 
coincide with the basic dimensions of news consumption, but also of those of news 
values; time, space, and (sociocultural) relevance.
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Introduction
‘Little is known about what the news users now have come to see as news’

(Swart et al., 2016: 8)

News, for a long time considered a distinct commodity produced by journalists and 
established media organisations, is currently often considered a concept ‘in flux’. This is 
prompted by well-documented changes in news production, including altering practices 
of journalists and the opportunities for media users to produce and share content, as well 
as changes in news distribution, where social media platforms, not least, have impacted 
on the flow of advertising revenue as well as leading to an algorithmically governed 
news dissemination. Alongside, transformations in the production and distribution of 
news have followed novel ways to consume news, with changing use patterns a much-
discussed topic in scholarly debates about journalism and democracy.

It is arguable that the altered context for news consumption interlinks not only with 
news consumption patterns, but also with more varied understandings of the concept 
itself. Today, a wide variety of online news sites, apps and social media compete for the 
attention of audiences, with social networking sites such as Facebook, Instagram or 
Russian VKontakte developing into prominent news platforms, especially for young 
adults (c.f. Simons, 2016). Young people across the world show a decline in interest in 
traditional news formats (e.g. Franklin et al., 2009; Opermann, 2014; Papathanassopoulos 
et al., 2013; Thurman, 2019), whereas a micro-blog such as Twitter can function as an 
important source of information for traditional media (Broersma and Graham, 2013) – 
but also as a mass news medium in itself (Hermida, 2010). Similarly, personalised news 
feeds on SNSs, based on a mixture of personal posts, shared content, photos, films, vid-
eos and adverts, are defined within the sites as ‘news’, making rigid distinctions between 
‘news media’ and ‘social media’ problematic.

Indeed, in the light of the profound transformations in audience behaviour, many have 
started to question the concept of news in news research. Chris Peters (2012) has pointed 
out that

(. . .) all too often scholars rely on a traditional twentieth century notion of professional 
journalism to understand shifting audience conceptions of what news ‘is’. (p. 699).

In line with such emphasis, this article sets out to explore alternative ways to under-
stand and conceptualise news. What is news today, and how can we study the phenom-
enon from the perspective of news audiences, without resorting to preconceived 
notions? Using a newly started research project on news understanding among young 
adults in Estonia, Russia and Sweden as a backdrop to discuss such questions, we pro-
pose a theoretical approach based in phenomenology, to open up for further reconsid-
eration of the concept.

In the following, we expand on scholarly arguments for rethinking news, and sum-
marise prominent strands in existing research on digital news consumption in everyday 
life. We then continue by discussing phenomenology as a framework for extending such 
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research to encompass broadening notions of news and conclude by condensing the dis-
cussion into a basic model for analysis, and suggest ways of implementing phenomeno-
logical perspectives in empirical research. The article, overall, aims to make a contribution 
to ongoing debates about news consumption – by highlighting conceptual change and 
advancing the present research agenda.

Rethinking news

A long-established definition of news is as a commodity produced and packaged within 
organised journalistic institutions – involving, among other things, an emphasis on new-
ness, a truth-claim, a specific tone and a set of particular values and actors determining 
what is newsworthy to an audience (e.g. Galtung and Ruge, 1965; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 
1978). With some variation, this is also the way the concept is commonly used in news 
research, even though it might be classified into sub-categories such as, for instance, 
‘local’ and ‘national’, or ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ news (c.f. Reinemann et al., 2012).

But as argued earlier, news and, indeed, journalism more broadly, is no longer what it 
used to be – if it ever was (c.f. Maxwell Hamilton and Tworek, 2017). Deuze and Witschge 
(2020) have argued 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 – openly focussing on where, how, by whom and why, with-
out being constrained by old preconceptions about its nature. From a similar standpoint, 
Peters (2012) call for scholars to look beyond professional journalism when addressing 
how audiences have come to understand news today, equally opens up for more varied 
conceptualisations stemming from audience research (also Peters and Schrøder, 2018).

Yet, although developments within the contemporary digital media landscape have 
clearly contributed to a lively scholarly discussion regarding the current features and 
functions of news – it is possible to also situate a rethinking within historical and com-
parative perspectives. Maxwell Hamilton and Tworek (2017) argue that we must 
acknowledge not only the current changes in news consumption practices, but also the 
larger historical misconceptions in news and journalism research regarding what news, 
seen from a broader temporal and spatial angle, is and can be. They claim the ‘anglo-
american model’ of journalism (that has heavily dominated news research) is only one 
way of understanding news, one that easily gets challenged both by historic perspectives 
and current news consumption 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, before newspapers. (p. 392)

There have been ‘many ways of disseminating news throughout history’ they mean, 
‘from songs to jokes, to today’s multi platform media’ (p. 392).1 Such a broad sociocul-
tural perspective of news, furthermore, reveals that

people have always cared about news. They have just found different modes to gather and 
consume that news. The newspaper took several centuries to become the most popular mode of 
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disseminating news from its emergence in the 17th century to its dominance in the 19th and 
20th centuries (Pettegree, 2014). People gossiped about news, they sang songs, and they 
speared rumours. In pre-revolutionary Paris they gathered under a tree (. . .) to swap stories 
about the French elites. (Pettegree, 2014: 402)

Maxwell Hamilton and Tworek conceptualise such transformations as ‘epigenetic 
changes’ which converts the essence of what journalism and news are, changes which are 
necessary to acknowledge when aiming for a nuanced understanding of what a piece of 
news can be today. Such changes, however, are not to be seen as new as, they mean, 
claiming, ‘This is not a break in the history of news, it is a continuation of it’ (p. 403).

So, if (journalism and) news are (constantly) changing, how do we get a grip of them, 
and what do contemporary media transformations mean to the notion of news? A useful 
starting point for such enquiry is no doubt to examine audiences’ own perceptions and 
ideas of news, which is also an approach suggested by several scholars who argue for a 
rethinking of previous ways of categorising news. Peters (2012) has argued for a focus 
upon news practices in their cultural context, as ‘if we want to understand the meaning 
audiences make from news, studies of content must be augmented by a focus on “flow” 
(the conversation and uses of news by audiences)’ (p. 702), Swart et al. (2016) in a con-
ceptual discussion about public connection, similarly argue for paying attention to the 
way news is currently embedded within people’s everyday lives (p. 3).

Debates about the meaning of news within the digital media landscape, then, have 
recently underlined a need for renewed study of news audiences, in order to examine 
how news is defined and understood as part of everyday life. Such enquiry has potential 
to add a perspective to research on digital news consumption, which has often started 
from conventional notions of news.

Digital news in everyday life

Research about digital news consumption has revolved primarily around citizens’ 
political knowledge, civic engagement and democracy (see Boczkowski and 
Mitchelstein, 2013; Mitchelstein and Boczkowski, 2010: 1088–1090; Prior, 2007),2 
including how citizens’ understand disinformation, and algorithmic control over news 
habits (Balmas, 2014; DeVito, 2016; Khaldarova and Pantti, 2016; Marchi, 2012). This 
includes discussions about audiences’ participation and collaboration (e.g. Almgren 
and Olsson, 2016; Bergström, 2008; Jönsson and Örnebring, 2011); and how users turn 
into content producers and distributors – including affirmative perspectives as well as 
more critical ones.3

A less developed area of study examines the way digital news interweaves with audi-
ences’ everyday lives, and how sense-making practices around news are situated socially, 
culturally and experientially. This research, interlinking with the wider field of audience 
studies in media research, approaches news consumption from a qualitative, ‘bottom up’, 
perspective, stressing the significance of studying the use and understanding of media 
content and technologies in everyday contexts (see Madianou, 2013). Such work has 
previously underlined the relations between news and notions of routine, time and space 
(Bausinger, 1984); the social and family contexts (e.g. Hagen, 1992; Lull, 1990; Morley, 
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1980); social identity (Gauntlett and Hill, 1999); how news gains meaning as story-tell-
ing, relating to forms of folk culture (Bird, 1992, 2000, 2011) and play a role in audience 
communities (Johansson, 2007; Wasserman, 2010). This research orientation has high-
lighted news as meaningful beyond its political function, while also emphasising every-
day life as a formative site for communicative experiences and identities drawn on for 
more overt expressions of civic engagement.

Recent studies examining digital news use have emphasised multi-platform news and 
mobility as crucial elements in contemporary daily news experiences (Jansson and 
Lindell, 2015; Picone et al., 2015; Schrøder, 2015; Swart et al., 2017), and how emerging 
practices such as ‘clicking’, ‘liking’ and ‘scanning’, cyclical and brief ‘checking’ of 
news, constitute selective ‘news repertoires’ increasingly integrated into other daily 
activities (Costera Meijer and Groot Kormelink, 2015; Groot Kormelink and Costera 
Meijer, 2019); blurring the earlier fixed times of news as well as traditional news geog-
raphies (Phillips, 2012). A related area concerns how different digital contexts correlate 
with distinct forms of news use, with one recent study of young adults’ news use, distin-
guishing between routine surveillance, incidental news exposure and directed consump-
tion (Antunovic et al., 2018). Similarly, the material and sensorial dimensions of digital 
news consumption – for example regarding the practice of ‘scrolling’ through the 
Facebook feed – can be considered as impacting on users’ engagement with the news 
content (Groot Kormelink and Costera Meijer, 2019).

A small number of studies have also started to reconceptualise news from this per-
spective, but have also worked with a preconceived notion of news as the product of 
institutional journalism. Swart et al. (2017) provide important rethinking of news in rela-
tion to public connection, which however stays on a conceptual level, whereas Armstrong 
et al. (2015) have challenged traditional news values in a study of news evaluations 
among audiences. Costera Meijer’s and Groot Kormelink’s (2015) study of news of con-
sumption show a broadening definition of what counts as news according to news users: 
as not only events described by journalists, but also everything that is new – from devel-
opments in the personal life of one’s Facebook friends to opinions on Twitter and infor-
mation on specific websites. In a comparative study of Estonian and Portuguese news 
audiences Brites and Kõuts-Klem (2017) explore changing news conceptions in different 
age groups, showing how traditional news brands held important positions in the audi-
ences’ understanding of news, but that young news consumers in both countries were 
more open for alternative production processes and channels of distribution in interpreta-
tions of what it is. In their study of teenage news users in the United States, Clark and 
Marchi (2017), similarly, use the concept of ‘connective journalism’ to describe how 
practices such as sharing or inserting oneself into a story can be fundamental dimensions 
of young people’s news understanding, emphasising the importance of feelings and 
affective publics4 (c.f. Papacharissi, 2015).

Such work opens up for further enquiry into the category of news itself. In order to 
understand this more broadly, we mean it is important to move beyond the affective 
dimensions of news practices, aiming at not only the feelings of news consumption, but 
also its meaning anchored in everyday practice. In the following, we therefore suggest 
that a phenomenological perspective might be fruitful when exploring how audiences in 
digital culture understand news.
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Towards a phenomenology of news

In order to build on other researchers’ empirical attempts to understand news in every-
day life, we must however tackle the paradox that comes with leaving a prefixed defi-
nition of news. Frankly, if news is in a state of flux, how do we get a grip of it? The 
attempt to uncover present understandings of news, thus, addresses an epistemological 
dilemma: how can we understand that which we do not know what it is? How can we 
study news if we leave agreed-upon news understandings behind, if we are to ‘bracket’ 
the way we have been thinking about news for decades, even centuries? Here, Peters 
(2012) mean we need to study news practices in their cultural context since ‘if we want 
to understand the meaning audiences make from news, studies of content must be  
augmented by a focus on “flow” (the conversation and uses of news by audiences)’  
(p. 702). Swart et al. (2016) similarly, stress the importance of a user-oriented 
standpoint and for paying attention to the ways news are embedded within people’s 
everyday lives (p. 3, also Maxwell Hamilton and Tworek, 2017: 392; Peters and 
Schrøder, 2018; Picone et al., 2015).

Against the backdrop of such considerations, phenomenology can be described as a 
way to approach the world and the phenomena within it with ‘wonder’ – an approach 
that ‘creates an openness to the world and a wondering attentiveness’ (Van Manen, 
2016: 36) that is useful when exploring news from the audiences’ own point of view. 
Such a perspective means ‘bracketing’ our already learnt understanding of the world 
and the phenomena in it, and approach them in a new, clear way. We suggest approach-
ing news from such as blank position (as far as possible), but through the experiences 
of media audiences, in order to challenge the way news is generally understood within 
news research. ‘Bracketing’ our understanding of news hence means leaving the tradi-
tional understanding of news as a commodity produced and packaged within organised 
journalistic institutions – including a fixed understanding of its fundamental dimen-
sions; newness, truth-claim, tone, values and actors determining what is newsworthy 
(e.g. Galtung and Ruge, 1965; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978). In this we follow Deuze’s 
and Witschge’s (2018, 2020) approach to go ‘beyond’ journalism, as we also propose 
going ‘beyond’ the dominating contemporary Anglo-American understanding of what 
news is (also Maxwell Hamilton and Tworek, 2017), an approach particularly impor-
tant in our study that includes empirical work in Western Europe as well as in post-
Soviet states.

Alongside ‘bracketing’ as a central tenet, 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 rel-
evance. Heidegger’s (2010 [1927]) theoretical notion of ‘Dasein’, or ‘being in the 
world’ is grounded in the understanding of human existence as co-existent with the sur-
rounding world and intentional. This intentionality makes the being of humans tempo-
ral in its futurity,that is, it is directed to the projects and goals towards which it strives. 
Dasein is neither fundamentally free, nor fundamentally determined by its context, and 
comports itself in the activities it choses to engage in everyday life (Heidegger, 1996). 
Dasein is also related to an individual’s lifeworld; the subjective world of an individual, 
as it is perceived through his or her eyes (and other senses). News perceptions and 
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practices are also part of this intentionality, as news users use and value news depending 
on what they find relevant (c.f. Pentina and Tarafdar, 2014). But news is not only tem-
porally organised, nor is human’s broader existence in the world. Maurice Merleau-
Ponty (1962) has enriched Heidegger’s predominantly temporal phenomenology by 
arguing our existence is also spatially relational, as a ‘form of perception’ (p. 281ff.). 
The spatial dimensions of phenomenology have been intensely discussed and devel-
oped within media research.5 Merleau-Ponty studied the embodiment of human exist-
ence, which led him to suggest that our notions of time and space must be understood 
in relation to our bodily consciousness, as part of human practice. Digital media have 
profoundly altered how humans experience space, both from a general perspective 
(Meyrowitz, 1986; Moores, 2012; etc.), and in relation to news (Peters, 2012; Van 
Damme et al., 2015). To understand how media users perceive news, we must thus 
anchor our understanding in their temporal and spatial directedness, their intentionality, 
grounded in their everyday life practices and the specific cultural and material context 
of news consumption, obviously shifting both between and within countries and media 
landscapes. 

A phenomenological perspective, further, brings attention to how the basic dimen-
sions of the lifeworld 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 and Groot Kormelink, 2015; Dimmick et al., 2011). This 
opens up for further enquiry relating not least to digital news, as the ways digital news is 
produced and distributed have consequences for how news consumers experience them-
selves, the world, and their own position in it. In relation to space, Peters (2012) argues 
‘space matters for how we experience journalism and that how we experience journalism 
shapes our social spaces’ (p. 701, also Schrøder, 2015: 74), suggesting that space has a 
particular phenomenological meaning for digital news consumption, as:

the emerging technologies and increasingly mobile spatialities of journalism do more than just 
replicate news content – by changing the public’s experience of journalistic consumption, they 
change what news is. (p. 701)

In addition, Keightley’s and Downey’s (2018) exploration of the temporal dimensions 
of news consumption is worth highlighting, showing that the interplay between mediated 
and socially constructed time in news consumption demonstrate 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 temporali-
ties. Peters and Schrøder (2018), similarly, argue that the complex news consumption 
patterns following from the shifting media repertoires of digital cultures ‘demands a 
more dynamic starting point around how temporality is conceived’ (p. 1086).

These important attempts to address the temporality and spatiality of digital news 
consumption, then, point towards their relevance in a phenomenological approach to 
news, underlining the importance of anchoring our understanding of media users’ per-
ceptions of news in their temporal and spatial directedness, and its relevance in every-
day practice.
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News from below: A ‘post-phenomenological’ approach

When trying to develop a methodological approach based on the theoretical perspective 
outlined earlier, we have already mentioned ‘bracketing’ as a common tenet of a phe-
nomenological understanding, meaning we need to put brackets around the well-known 
and taken for granted regarding what news is, in order to fully understand what news 
means to audiences today. Bracketing is part of what Husserl (1931) called ‘phenomeno-
logical reduction’ (pp. 44–49), which is when the philosopher brackets her natural belief 
of the world, and her common sense assumptions (Van Manen, 2016: 27). Here, we are 
however not interested in the phenomena as such, their being in the world (c.f. Scannell, 
2014), but rather to understand news through the eyes of others; of young media users. 
We thus suggest we look to what Don Ihde (1993, 2003) calls a ‘post-phenomenological’ 
approach and Van Manen (2016) conceptualise as ‘practical lifeworld studies’ (p. 23), 
which direct the phenomenological analysis towards practices and perception of others. 
We also adhere to a ‘critical phenomenology’ underscoring the ‘political and socioeco-
nomic determinants of life and peoples’ living conditions (Van Manen, 2016: 95; c.f. also 
Couldry’s and Hepp’s, 2017, call for a ‘materialist phenomenology’) in order to meet the 
critique against phenomenological research for lacking a critical perspective (Desjarlais 
and Throop, 2011: 93), this means taking into account the economic and political frames 
of news, variations in content, algorithmic curation and technological gatekeeping,and 
so on, that both not only frame everyday news practices but also challenge decision-
making and intentionality among news audiences in today’s ‘algorithmic cultures’ (c.f. 
Seyfert and Roberge, 2016; Striphas, 2015).

As mentioned earlier, we are currently developing such an approach within a research 
project looking at news understandings among young adults in three different countries – 
Estonia, Russia and Sweden – where the intention is to use several qualitative methods, 
including focus groups, in-depth interviews and elements of participant observation and 
‘think-aloud’ protocols, in order to gain a nuanced understanding of young user’s news 
perceptions and practices in these countries. Carrying out a cross-cultural study can be one 
way of highlighting how news consumption co-exist with the material and political eco-
nomical conditions of the surrounding world, even if it also entails methodological and 
analytical challenges. One overarching challenge, however, for empirical research on news 
audiences picking up on the approach outlined here, is the question of how audiences them-
selves will be able to bracket the traditional notion of news, and how this can be approached 
methodologically using a ‘phenomenological toolbox’, in concrete research practice.

In our own empirical work, we have found inspiration in earlier studies that have 
approached media use from a phenomenological perspective, such as Maria Bakardjieva’s 
(2005) ground-breaking Internet Society, in which she studied Internet adoption among 
ordinary Canadians and Bent Steeg Larsen’s study of radio users in 1990s Denmark 
where he, for example, theorised the distinction between ‘listening to’ and ‘hearing’ the 
radio (see also Groot Kormelink and Costera Meijer, 2019; Moores, 2012; Pink, 2011, 
etc.). These differences in intentionality among the radio listeners reveal the meaning of 
the radio in the audiences’ everyday life, and more specifically how it is meaningful in 
the users’ transformation from the inner (home) to the outer (public space) world and 
how they orient themselves in time (also Bengtsson, 2006).
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Building on their, and others’ work, we suggest approaching news with a phenomeno-
logical toolbox based on the concepts of space, time and sociocultural relevance (Schutz 
and Luckman, 1973), being fundamental dimensions of the lifeworld (as well as of news). 
In contrast with Bakardjieva, Steeg Larsen and others, however, we cannot take our empiri-
cal material for granted, as it is neither a fixed media technology, a preconceived content or 
specific kinds of topic that we are aiming at (but what we are trying to understand).

We have taken the basic dimensions of ‘Dasein’, or ‘being in the world’ as vantage 
point for our approach towards young media users’ perceptions and practices of news, 
constructed through the temporal, spatial and sociocultural dimensions of it. As we 
believe it is important to look at on the one hand news perceptions (the audiences’ ideas 
of what news is), and on the other hand at news as part of everyday routines and prac-
tices, we will look at how the audiences conceptualise news in relation to, for them, vital 
information (actively, as part of their intentionality), as well as the more routinized prac-
tices where news is part of a flow that we can either just walk through (c.f. ‘hear’ in Steeg 
Larsen’s analysis) or actively focus upon (c.f. ‘listen’ in Steeg Larsen’s analysis). Below, 
we will wrap this methodological approach up in a basic model of analysis (see Figure 1 
below). This model puts the perception and practices of news at the centre of the analy-
sis, and approaches it through the temporal and spatial dimensions of the young adults’ 
‘being in the world’, intentionality and lifeworld.

Figure 1. A phenomenology of news: model of analysis.
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A model is always a reduction, which aims to clarify a set of complex dimensions 
and relations, and hence, for obvious reasons, reduces complexity. In this model, we 
have put together the basic dimensions in our attempt to capture news from the audi-
ences’ perspective. In the following, we will explain how these concepts can be used 
in empirical practice.

Having used a phenomenological lens to pin-point time, space and sociocultural rel-
evance as fundamental categories of interest when examining the meaning of news, and 
relating them to perceptions and practices in everyday life, we would like to end this 
discussion by briefly exploring how these theoretical concepts can be used in empirical 
analysis. How do we translate these theoretical concepts into a meaningful methodologi-
cal approach to study news from the audiences’ perspective? In our recently started 
empirical work, we have used some of the basic phenomenological concepts as our start-
ing points; bracketing, Dasein (or ‘being-in-the-world’), intentionality, and lifeworld. In 
the following, we will suggest an outline for a phenomenological approach to the prac-
tice and perception of news.

As already noted, ‘bracketing’ can be seen as both a theoretical approach and a meth-
odology. On the one hand, it means that we should try to bracket our preconceived under-
standing of news (in this case), and hence, try not to force our respondents in any particular 
direction in our empirical work. This, however, also means that we need our respondents 
to bracket their predetermined understanding of what news is; a difficult task, to say the 
least. This way of approaching news does not restrict it to a particular sender, production 
process or form of distribution, but leaves these categories open to empirical examination. 
What meanings media audiences fill the concept of news with is what the empirical analy-
sis will explore. We suggest that in order to study news without implying a traditional 
conception, news must be studied without it being directly mentioned; we must study 
news without (initially) talking about it. Such a mode of conduct may however encompass 
a risk that we just end up with an empirical material that contains information about just 
anything that young adults do with digital (and analogue) media. As a starting point for 
this we have, however, not mentioned the word news when we introduced the focus of our 
discussions with the respondents, but instead framed them around young adults’ media 
use in everyday life, what kind of content young adults find important, and why, and so 
on. Somewhere in the middle of these discussions, in those cases where the concept 
(‘news’) was not brought up naturally by the respondents (which it often was), we have 
gently introduced the concept to the respondents towards the end of the discussions, and 
in relation to topics that had already been discussed, thus attempting as much as possible 
to be sensitive to their interpretations.

We use the concept of Dasein, or ‘being in the world’ as a reminder that our under-
standing of users’ perception and practice of news must be grounded in their individual 
backgrounds, their experienced position in the world, as the fundamental dimensions of 
human existence affect how people relate to the world, including (a broad concept of) 
news. In our empirical work, we, hence, have started our empirical enquiries (interviews, 
group interviews, field work, etc.) with broad, existential questions such as ‘Where are 
you now?’, ‘What is important to you, in your life?’. With these questions, we aim to 
open up for the respondents’ lifeworld, to the important dimensions in their lives and 
how they perceive their position in the world.



Bengtsson and Johansson 288310 Journalism 00(0)

A model is always a reduction, which aims to clarify a set of complex dimensions 
and relations, and hence, for obvious reasons, reduces complexity. In this model, we 
have put together the basic dimensions in our attempt to capture news from the audi-
ences’ perspective. In the following, we will explain how these concepts can be used 
in empirical practice.

Having used a phenomenological lens to pin-point time, space and sociocultural rel-
evance as fundamental categories of interest when examining the meaning of news, and 
relating them to perceptions and practices in everyday life, we would like to end this 
discussion by briefly exploring how these theoretical concepts can be used in empirical 
analysis. How do we translate these theoretical concepts into a meaningful methodologi-
cal approach to study news from the audiences’ perspective? In our recently started 
empirical work, we have used some of the basic phenomenological concepts as our start-
ing points; bracketing, Dasein (or ‘being-in-the-world’), intentionality, and lifeworld. In 
the following, we will suggest an outline for a phenomenological approach to the prac-
tice and perception of news.

As already noted, ‘bracketing’ can be seen as both a theoretical approach and a meth-
odology. On the one hand, it means that we should try to bracket our preconceived under-
standing of news (in this case), and hence, try not to force our respondents in any particular 
direction in our empirical work. This, however, also means that we need our respondents 
to bracket their predetermined understanding of what news is; a difficult task, to say the 
least. This way of approaching news does not restrict it to a particular sender, production 
process or form of distribution, but leaves these categories open to empirical examination. 
What meanings media audiences fill the concept of news with is what the empirical analy-
sis will explore. We suggest that in order to study news without implying a traditional 
conception, news must be studied without it being directly mentioned; we must study 
news without (initially) talking about it. Such a mode of conduct may however encompass 
a risk that we just end up with an empirical material that contains information about just 
anything that young adults do with digital (and analogue) media. As a starting point for 
this we have, however, not mentioned the word news when we introduced the focus of our 
discussions with the respondents, but instead framed them around young adults’ media 
use in everyday life, what kind of content young adults find important, and why, and so 
on. Somewhere in the middle of these discussions, in those cases where the concept 
(‘news’) was not brought up naturally by the respondents (which it often was), we have 
gently introduced the concept to the respondents towards the end of the discussions, and 
in relation to topics that had already been discussed, thus attempting as much as possible 
to be sensitive to their interpretations.

We use the concept of Dasein, or ‘being in the world’ as a reminder that our under-
standing of users’ perception and practice of news must be grounded in their individual 
backgrounds, their experienced position in the world, as the fundamental dimensions of 
human existence affect how people relate to the world, including (a broad concept of) 
news. In our empirical work, we, hence, have started our empirical enquiries (interviews, 
group interviews, field work, etc.) with broad, existential questions such as ‘Where are 
you now?’, ‘What is important to you, in your life?’. With these questions, we aim to 
open up for the respondents’ lifeworld, to the important dimensions in their lives and 
how they perceive their position in the world.

Bengtsson and Johansson 11

Following Heidegger, we have learnt that Dasein is not stuck in the world where it 
lives, but has an inherent intentionality; an agency to decide in what direction it wants to 
walk. This in an obvious way relates to the individual’s possibilities in today’s multifac-
eted media landscape; to choose which sources of information to turn to, which topics to 
engage in, and so on. More profoundly, however, we have taken into account also the 
subjects’ overarching intentionality, starting out our interviews with, again, broad ques-
tions such as ‘What do you hope for in the future?’, ‘Where can/do you see yourself in 5 
or 10 years?’, ‘What are your expectations of life?’. The answers to such questions obvi-
ously differ a lot according to general sociological variables such as gender, class and 
education, but even more so comparing young adults in countries as different as Estonia, 
Russia and Sweden. Intentionality relates to more than mere interest, it also aims at cap-
turing one’s hopes, wishes and ideas of what is meaningful and important in the world. 
As already mentioned earlier, intentionality also emphasises, in a more down-to-earth-
way, the agency of news users; how they in the current digital media landscape need to, 
in a more focussed way than news users did before, select among a great variety of 
information and news (in a broad sense) that flow over them in both social networking 
media and other media channels (they, hence, need to either ‘listen’ or to ‘hear’).

With such a broad perspective, we also aim at nailing down the respondents lifeworld; 
how they perceive the everyday world around them, what it revolves around and its limi-
tations, due to previous experiences and expectations – also aiming at understanding the 
structure of relevance that steers their intentionality.

In order to translate this initial understanding of the respondents’ existence, intention-
ality and lifeworld, we have used two different methodological approaches, leaning on 
two different epistemologies: agency versus practice, intentions versus routines. This 
methodological approach relates to two different (but related) strands in phenomenol-
ogy; first, the existentialist phenomenological approach to meaning (c.f. Heidegger) and 
second, Merleau-Ponty’s practice-oriented phenomenology. To fully make use of the 
phenomenological perspective, we believe it is important to relate to both these perspec-
tives to understand the respondents’ perceptions of news, and news practices. This is also 
a way to make use of different understandings of news as, on the one hand, a way to 
maintain public connection (c.f. Couldry et al., 2007; Swart et al. 2017) and on the other 
hand, an everyday practice.

The first methodological approach starts out in intentionality (life orientation and 
interest) and then directs itself to everyday practice. Here, we continue our interviews, 
after the initial existential questions, by asking ‘which questions matter the most to you 
in the world?’ and ‘what topics do you pay attention to in everyday life?’. This approach 
brings up not only issues such as the environment, economy, the labour market and cor-
ruption, but also friends, family and so on, addressing both individual and collective 
dimensions of the respondents’ everyday lives. After having established this, we pene-
trate the more practice-oriented perspective, ‘how do you keep informed in relation to 
these topics, where do you learn about it, what kind of information do you trust?’ and so 
on. The initial focus here is on perception, what ‘news’ is as information and connection 
to the world.

The second approach goes the other way around: from everyday practices to interest 
(intentionality). Here, we initially focus on what people do with the (digital) media, 
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starting out in the broad ‘a day in a life’ question: ‘tell me about your media use an 
ordinary day (start in the morning, etc.)?’. This broad introduction is followed up by 
questions such as ‘what do you do, and why, why is this important to you (content wise, 
topic wise, connection to a social group or the wider public, etc.)’. Here, the initial focus 
is on practices; news as a daily habit.

These two epistemological approaches both aim at deeper penetrating the respond-
ents’ perceptions of news and how they are practised, and are both anchored in a broader 
idea of meaning. The two different starting points for our discussions with the respond-
ents however opens up for two different ways of understanding news; both of utmost 
importance for our understanding of what news means to young audiences today. Using 
two different approaches to the audiences’ perception and practice of new diminishes the 
risks of delimiting the way the respondents talk about news and hence to capture the 
varied ways they conceptualise news. These approaches to news require us to be sensi-
tive to both conceptual constructions of news in various social contexts and situations, as 
well as how news practices in these contexts and situations construct what news is. The 
discussions also focus the temporal and spatial dimension of news (from the audiences’ 
perspective), including the basic aspect of newness and the variations in understandings 
of this, its (various kinds of) speed and urgency, as well as slowness and repetition in 
digital news consumption. The spatial dimensions of news perceptions and practices 
include dimensions both of the location of news consumption and the ‘increasingly 
mobile spatialities of journalism’ (Peters, 2012: 701), but also the opening up of the 
world by digital media (c.f. Moores, 2012) and how that relates to geographical as well 
as cultural proximity, and the construction of relevance by it. All these dimensions (and 
more) are used to explore the perceptions and practices of news. Our interviews in one 
way or another seem to so far always end up in discussions about the traditional notion 
of news. But how these discussions are carried out, and what they revolve around vary 
according to what the respondents have brought up earlier in the discussions.

Concluding notes

In this article, we have addressed one of the most difficult and important questions for 
contemporary democracy; how people in digital culture perceive and practice news. In 
line with several other scholars, we believe turning to news consumption and ordinary 
news users to be the most fruitful way to approach this, with an eye on the mundane 
contexts of daily life. We have in this article proposed using a phenomenological 
approach to find an answer to this truly elusive question, and in line with this argues for 
‘bracketing’ our preconceived understanding of news, in our broader search for it. We 
also need to anchor our understanding of how people perceive and practice news, in their 
‘being-in-the-world’, that is, what is meaningful to them. In line with phenomenological 
theory, as well as much news research, we argue that the most fundamental dimensions 
of peoples’ exploration of the world, as well as their understanding of news, coincide and 
suggest we take these dimensions – of time, space and sociocultural relevance – as van-
tage points for approaching news perceptions and practices in everyday life. Such a 
perspective holds the potential to renewing news research, and thereby contributing to 
nuancing scholarly understanding of news in digital culture.
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Notes

1. Some scholars of journalism history have advanced a similar perspective. See for instance, 
Martin Conboy’s (2002) analysis of the history of popular journalism.

2. Related fields of investigation have concerned, for example, how offline and online news 
consumption may differ or be complementary in stimulating political knowledge, as 
well as societal consequences of fragmentising news audiences as a result of digitisation 
(Mitchelstein and Boczkowski, 2010), with ‘news-avoidance’ a particular concern (e.g. 
Aalberg et al., 2013; Kruikemeier and Shehata, 2016; Ksiazek et al., 2010; Shehata and 
Wadbring, 2012; Strömbäck et al., 2013).

3. See, for example, Almgren and Olsson (2015); Hermida et al. (2012); Karlsson et al. (2015); 
Kleis Nielsen and Schrøder (2014); Larsson (2016); Örnebring (2008); Picone (2011); Purcell 
et al. (2010); Thorsen and Allen (2014).

4. Clarc and Marchi’s empirical focus is on disenfranchised, minority and migrant teenagers, 
which means their discussion relates to a specific group of young people.

5. c.f. Scannell (2014); Bakardjieva (2005); Bengtsson (2018); Moores (2012); Pink (2011); 
Steeg Larsen (2000); Tudor (2018), and so on.
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