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Introduction and objectives

The research of the Department of Communication at the University of
Nijmegen addresses mediated communication processes in the public
sphere. Itis organised in the Nijmegen Institute of Communication
Research (N1cor). The program is subdivided into four lines of re-
search. Each line clusters projects which address similar objects of study.
The four lines are: 1) media use in everyday life, 2) media campaigns, 3)
media texts and culture, 4) community, media and technology.

The program uses especially, but not exclusively, a social science frame
of reference. It thereby emphasises the development of advanced the-
ory and methodology as a solid base for its empirical research.
Inasmuch as mass communication cannot be considered distinct from
other modes of communication, the program is not entirely restricted
to mass communication. Related phenomena are studied as well,
when relevant, such as conversational and organisational communica-
tion. Although the research of the program addresses often, as a point
of departure, the situation in the Netherlands, itis aimed at gener-
ating widely applicable knowledge, and at contributing to the interna-
tional ‘state of the art’ in communication studies. With these goals in
mind, relations with research groups in other countries are main-
tained and international comparative research is stimulated.

Basic research problem

Basic to the NICOR program is the notion of mass communication as
being first and foremost a social interactive, reality-defining process.
Research therefore is directed at the social meaning-giving practices
of communicators (journalists) as well as audiences (readers) vis-a-
vis media and its contents. The participants in the communication
processes are, furthermore, considered to be agents acting on the
basis of their specific motivations (needs, desires, opinions, etc.)
which are closely related to their socio-cultural positions, psycho-
logical conditions, life experiences and actual circumstances. In that
way, the research concentrates on social beings engaged in mediated
communication of which, in principle, no one is excluded. The me-
dia in a restricted sense, i.e. as merely technical devices, are only seen
as necessary, but not sufficient prerequisites for the communication
process. Media are thus defined in a broad sense. They are consid-
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ered relevant objects of study only to the extent that they are socio-
cultural systems for the production, public distribution, and reading
of the media contents. Taking these basic notions as starting points,
the global research problem overarching the four lines of the pro-
gram concerns the structures and functions of the mass communica-
tion processes as such, their impact on the structures and cultures of
society and social groups, as well as on beliefs, attitudes, knowledge
and behaviour of individuals. The specific problems of the four re-
search lines are briefly described below.

The first line, media use in everyday life, focuses on the social action as-
pects of the mass communication process, i.e. on the relevance of
media use for communicators and audiences in their interpreting
activities, especially to the extent that this relevance is connected to
social and socio-psychological characteristics, and to situational and
contextual factors.

The second line, media campaigns, studies communication processes
to the extent that they are explicitly or implicitly intended to achieve
specific goals, as is the case in, for instance, public information cam-
paigns, marketing communication, and persuasive communication.
In such cases, the campaigners ideally have to anticipate the specific
socio-cultural positions, actual circumstances, and related character-
istics of the targets groups in mind. The research efforts are, among
other things, directed at investigating to what extent the goals are
realised in actual media campaigns.

The third line, media texts and culiure, studies the involvement of mass
communication in the (re)creation of culture. Research addresses
the processes of production and reading of media contents as condi-
tioned by existing (sub) cultural codes and conventions. It thereby
acknowledges the potentials of communication in reinforcing as well
as undermining and transforming existing collective beliefs, atti-
tudes, knowledge and behavioural patterns.

The fourth line, community, media and technology, studies the struc-
tures and functions, as well as the transformations of (new) informa-
tion and communication technologies within specific communities
(e.g. geographical, institutional and virtual communities). The pro-
jects especially address the opportunities media technologies offer
for community change and development. Furthermore, issues to be
investigated in the other three research lines as well are studied here,
particularly in respect to the relation between community and (new)
information and communication technologies.

Theory and research

Empirical research projects within those four lines derive their con-
ceptual models from one or more of the theories formulated in the
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tradition of communication studies. Because of the research pro-
gram’s specific perspective on the communication process (see
above), two broad philosophical-theoretical approaches have gen-
eral relevance for all the projects in the program: the so-called ‘social
action’ and the ‘cultural’ approach.

The social action approach emphasises the essentially interactive char-
acter of media-use. Involved participants are viewed as social beings
engaged in communication as well as in other community processes;
as agents acting intentionally on the basis of their specific objectives
and interests. Their active involvement constitutes the basis for at-
tending to the media, i.e. media exposure and especially the inter-
pretations of the media content (see McQuail & Windahl, 1993;
Renckstorf, 1989, 1995; Hendriks Vettehen, Renckstorf & Wester,
1996). This approach has roots in the writings of Max Weber, Alfred
Schiitz, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. In communication re-
search, the approach was initially introduced by Elihu Katz and Paul
Lazarsfeld, Michael Gurevitch and Jay Blumler (cf. Renckstorf &
McQuail, 1996).

The cultural approach conceives of communication as a symbolic
process whereby culture is created, maintained and changed (Carey,
1989:23; cf. Edelman, 1988; Hall, 1997). Communication is not con-
sidered just a mediating process in which representations of reality
are exchanged between communicators and audiences; nor is reality
viewed as just an objective world ‘out there’ or in humans internally.
The approach was originally inspired by work from such different
traditions as sociology (Emile Durkheim and Karl Mannheim), an-
thropology (Claude Levi-Strauss), semiology (Roland Barthes) and
social philosophy (Michel Foucault). It has become integrated into
communication studies in the last two decades. Early contributors to
this development were English cultural studies scholars who elabor-
ated on notions of structuralism, critical theory, and contemporary
French philosophy (see Ferguson and Golding 1997).

Within the NICOR program, the social action approach and the cul-
tural approach are considered complementary rather than contrary,
and even to overlap to some extent. They give global guidance to the
formulation of research problems. Because of the character of the
research topics in lines one and two, the social action approach is es-
pecially, but not exclusively, relevant here, while the cultural ap-
proach is more, but not exclusively, relevant for projects in line three
and, to a lesser extent, in line four.

Methods

Aside from the production of the usual descriptive studies of mass
media modalities, research in the N1COR program is largely directed
at explaining, respectively understanding (‘verstehen’) mass

JAARGANG 27 NUMMER 3/4 1999

COMMUNICATIE
wetenschap



communication processes. Different methodologies may play a part
in the research, depending on the object and problem at hand.
Testing as well as explorative strategies, field as well as experimental
designs, and standardised quantitative as well as qualitative-interpret-
ative methods are applied. As described above, the research projects
take social theoretical notions as starting points for the research as
much as possible.

Concerning the empirical part of the research, all the methods and
techniques of datagathering and data production available for com-
munication science research are applied, when relevant. For in-
stance, a data-gathering project of a somewhat longer time span is a
repeated nation-wide questionnaire on media equipment, media ex-
posure and media use in the Netherlands. This survey is conducted
every five years. The first wave was conducted in 1989 (see Arts, et al.
1990); a second wave in 1994 (Hendriks Vettehen etal. 1995), and a
third wave will be executed in 1999. Other longer term data gather-
ing projects concern television content. One project addresses the
content of drama and soap on Dutch television. It analyses cultural
stereotypes of characters, and values underlying story lines.

Another content analysis project addresses talk shows on television.
Here, qualitative analyses are applied on behalf of research on media
content in relation to identity construction and ways of giving
meaning to one’s life by audiences as well as actors in concerning
media programs. It is self-evident that, in addition to these larger
scale data gathering projects, smaller scale data gathering projects
are executed. Some of these projects are being carried out in pre-
paration for or directly related to the larger scale projects.

Overview of the four research lines

Line 1: Media use in everyday life
Research within this line takes the social action model of mass com-
munication as elaborated within the N1COR program by Renckstorf
(1989, 1995), Renckstorf and Wester (1997), and Hendriks Vettehen
etal. (1996) as an explicit point of departure. This ‘Media Use As
Social Action (MAsA )’ model conceives the audience as the central
element in the mass communication process. However, communica-
tors are also acknowledged as relevant factors to be studied. They,
like the audiences, are actively engaged in mass communication
processes on the basis of their specific objectives, intentions and in-
terests. Furthermore, the model postulates that all participants in
the communication process are capable of reflecting on their own
behaviour and are continuously doing so in interaction with others
within their social networks, e.g. within families and communities.
This active involvement forms the basis for the actors’ interpreta-
tions of reality and, thus, for their interpretations of media content.
According to this model, the mediated messages are not considered
‘stimuli’ which provoke reactions from the recipients, but as parts of
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the ‘symbolic environment’ of human beings which have to be inter-
preted by ‘meaning making” human actors (cf. Renckstorf et al.,
1996).

A large part of the research of this line addresses the use of media
and mediated messages (exposure, interpretation, retention) by dif-
ferent audiences. It focuses on the ways people within specific situ-
ations (socio-cultural position, family setting, actual situation, etc.) at-
tend, experience, and render meaning to media and media content.
Specific problems studied include ‘heavy viewing’ (Frissen, 1992,
1996), ‘non-viewing’ and ‘watching foreign tv-channels’ (Renckstorf
& Hendriks Vettehen, 1994; 1996), ‘tv-viewing and family context’
(Mutsaers, 1996) and ‘ethnic minorities as media users’ (d’Haenens &
Saeys, 1996). Results demonstrate, among other things, that the cat-
egories of users which are generally conceptualised as homogen-
eous, e.g. heavy viewers and non-viewers, are in fact much less homo-
geneous than usually assumed. An ongoing Ph.D. project is devoted
to time budgeting in media use (Huysmans, 1996). Against these
backgrounds of media use patterns, contexts for and consequences
of developments in media and (tele) communications policy in
Europe are assessed (d'Haenens & Saeys, 1998).

Another part of the research within this line addresses the use of spe-
cific media and media content by their respective audiences, e.g. re-
search on the use of sports programmes by sports fans (d’Haenens,
1996b), on the reception of arts information programmes
(d’Haenens, 1996a), as well as research on the use of tv news and
general information-oriented media programs. The problems
studied include ‘information needs and news consumption’ (Bosman &
Renckstorf, 1996), ‘personal relevance of tv news items’ (Hietbrink,
1996), ‘patterns of tv news use’ (Konig, Renckstorf & Wester, forth-
coming), ‘women’s use of tv news’ (Hermans & Van Snippenburg,
1993), ‘differential recall of tv news’ (Hendriks Vettehen, Hietbrink
& Renckstorf, 1996), and ‘the use of political information in newspa-
pers, on radio and tv’ (Van Snippenburg, 1996). Results indicate that
mediated information normally does not reach those groups which,
from a normative point of view, should benefit most from it (e.g. less
educated, politically inactive). This as a consequence of the fact that
people use media according to subjectively felt information needs
rather than to objectively ascribed needs. Results show also that, next
to usually investigated objective factors, interest in information and
perceived problems are also important determinants of media use.
Against the background of a rather extensive overview of tv news re-
search, 1970-1998, a specific ‘action theoretical frame of reference
for the study of tvnews use’ i.e. a scheme that elaborates on general
factors contributing to the explanation of tv news use, has been de-
veloped in order to guide research on this topic in a systematic man-
ner (Renckstorf & Wester, forthcoming).
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A third part of the research within this line addresses the use com-
municators make of the media, i.e. the ways professional commun-
icators use the media as specific sources and as general means of sur-
veillance in fulfilling their daily occupational roles. For instance,
newsroom routines and journalistic values such as ‘common sense’
and ‘newsworthiness’ (d’Haenens, 1996), as well as the role informa-
tion sources play in the course of daily ‘news-making’ routines of
Dutch newspaper journalists have been investigated (Pleijter &
Renckstorf, 1998). A further project here addresses the extent to
which communicators try to and succeed in anticipating audiences’
information needs and interests. The ‘state of the art’ of commun-
icator research has been reviewed (Hermans et al., 1994), and a spe-
cified action theoretical frame of reference has been formulated
(Renckstorf, 1991). Ongoing Ph.D. projects are ‘communicators
and their audiences’ and ‘communicators’ information sources’.

Line 2: Media campaigns
The second line of NICOR research investigates mass communica-
tion processes that are more or less explicitly designed to achieve
changes in knowledge, attitudes and behaviour of the general popu-
lation or of specific target groups. The intentions underlying the
communication are clearly explicitin the case of, for instance, advert-
ising, propaganda and public information campaigns; they are less
explicitin, for instance, image building and stereotyping by
processes of mediated mass communication. As in the former line, it
is acknowledged that audiences are not to be conceptualised as
passive receivers of media content, but as agents actively approach-
ing the mediated messages from their own motives and perspectives,
thus creating the meanings relevant to them. Research within this
line has developed in close connection with the continually
occurring debates on issues of media campaigning, such as on the
effectiveness of aids campaigns, the ubiquity of commercials, and
advertising directed at children as target groups.

The research particularly addresses the topics of ‘health education’
(Renckstorf & Van der Rijt, 1993; Van der Rijt, 1996) and ‘govern-
mental information campaigns’ (Bosman et al., 1989; Nelissen, 1991).

Results thus far indicate that it is generally difficult to reach target
groups and to influence them in the intended ways. A necessary pre-
requisite for reaching intended effects appears to be an appropriate
anticipation by campaigners of concerning target groups’ definition
of the situation. There is some evidence that information needs of
specific groups depend heavily on the problems they experience
(Van der Rijt, 1996). Research on questions such as ‘why’ and ‘how’
do target groups usually deal with problem-relevant information in
the media (e.g. health problems) may be helpful in answering the
question how to reach them more successfully. Other findings indic-
ate that it appears meaningful to distinguish between problem-and
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interest-guided patterns of information seeking. In the first case, in-
formation-seeking activity is directed to specific information in order
to solve a (perceived) problem. In the latter, information-seeking ac-
tivity can be described as routinely scanning the media for informa-
tion on certain topics, because of personal or professional interest in
these topics (Van der Rijt & Need, 1996). It appears that exposure to
health information in the mass media is mainly interest-guided, indic-
ating that health campaigns via the mass media usually reach people
already interested in the topic at hand (Van der Rijt, forthcoming).
Research results indicate, furthermore, that in order to reach hard-
to-reach target groups it may be useful to deploy para-professionals
within the target group who have been trained to educate members
of the group (Van Dommelen & van der Rijt, 1998). Interpersonal
communication between target group members has been shown to
be a very relevant factor. In concordance with previous findings, a
study of a mass media campaign on ‘working safely with carcinogenic
substances’ revealed that the campaign appeared to reach the

arget group more successfully as it evoked more (favourable) inter-
personal discussion (Moonen etal., 1995).

Some other research projects within this line concern processes of
‘image building’ (Bosman, 1996) and ‘stereotyping’ by mediated
communication (Renckstorf, 1993). Much of this research is focused
on the somewhat problematic relations that social and cultural mi-
norities encounter in their new socio-cultural environment
(Renckstorf & Bergmans, 1996) . Results of this research thus far sug-
gest that characteristics attributed to objects in media messages are
more dependent on audiences’ specific interpretations than on the
way they are encoded, according to the culturally dominant conven-
tions, in the media messages. Ongoing Ph.D. projects are ‘German
migrants in the Netherlands: identities and interactions’, and “The
image of Germans in the Netherlands’.

Line 3: Media texts and culture
A common denominator in the research projects of this line is the
perspective on mass communication as a pre-eminently cultural phe-
nomenon. Communications are considered the basic elements in
the collective meaning construction processes. They comprise views
on (socio-cultural) reality as well as on available positions within this
‘reality’. Media texts and the involved production and reception dy-
namics are thus considered to be mutually strongly dependent and
central elements in the continuous establishment, maintenance and
transformation of culture, i.e. of the system of collective beliefs,
values, norms and behaviours (see Carey, 1989; Hall, 1997). Specific
research projects in this line focus particularly on the following three
cultural-communicative fields: media and socialisation, media and
identity construction, and the second order (connotative) meanings
of media texts.
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Research on media and socialisation addresses the operation and
consequences of mass media use in the raising and education of child-
ren and youngsters in the family and at school. Many of these pro-
jects are executed in co-operation with scholars from the University
of Leiden. Concrete research problems concern, among others, the
extent to which children comprehend and remember stories on tele-
vision and television news items (Beentjes & Walma Van Der Molen,
1997); the ways the topics which children learn from television relate
to those they learn at school (Van der Voort & Beentjes, 1997b), and
the interpretations of children of different age groups of emotions
expressed in television programs (Beentjes, De Boe & Heijink,
1997). Other projects concern the extent to which violent and ag-
gressive video and television programs serve as models for children’s
emotional and aggressive behaviors (Van der Voort & Beentjes,
1997a), and the use of background media during homework
(Beentjes & Van der Voort, 1997). Research on the use of traditional
and interactive media by pupils in primary and secondary school is
executed nation-wide in the Netherlands (Beentjes, Koolstra,
Marseille & Van der Voort, 1997) as a participatory project in an in-
ternational comparative program. The research suggests amongst
others that tvis generally better recalled than audio and print
(Beentjes & Walma Van Der Molen). It suggests furthermore that
young children understand emotions portrayed by human actors
better than emotions portrayed by puppets, this probably because of
the ability of human actors to use facial expression (Beentjes, De Boe
& Heijink).

Research on identity construction links the complex concepts of cul-
ture and identity with media use and media content. Basic is the view
that identity construction is essentially a cultural process. In it, the
person is connected with the socio-cultural context, establishing a
sense of belonging in the world by a coherent account of how
he(she) sees him (her)self and, on a collective level, how they as a
group see themselves. Identity is seen as a symbolic project that is ac-
tively and reflexively constructed in relation to several cultural re-
sources, comprising the media. Media provide individuals and
groups with symbolic material with which identity is forged in an on-
going dialectic between sameness and difference. The self-reflexive
condition of self-formation in modern society fosters research on the
so-called reflexive reproduction of cultural meaning (Hijmans,
1997), that places media in the more general context of secular soci-
ety. Arecently initiated research project addresses the uses and
meanings of tv talk shows. The cultural meaning of the genre will be
explored, notably in terms of the moral aspects to participants as well
as to viewers. As a first step, explorative research is carried out in or-
der to construct a typology of talk shows. In addition to quantitative,
qualitative investigation is especially relevant to this cultural study.
Therefore, qualitative methods are intensively studied and elabor-
ated Hijmans (1996) presents a typology of ways to conduct
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qualitative content analysis in media research. The typology pays
attention to five different operating procedures in the field of
qualitative analysis of media content. An ongoing Ph.D. project on
the content and reading of magazines for teenage girls concerns the
gender aspects of identity.

A third category of projects in this line addresses the beliefs, values
and norms that can be attributed to media texts. Methodologies of
analysing the value themes in story lines have been developed, and
applied in research on tv drama. Projects on other tv content and on
photographs are to follow. Related to these are research projects on
the reception of (audio)visual texts, i.e. on the meanings concerning
value themes, which different categories of viewers attach to the story
lines of tv serials. An ongoing Ph.D. project investigates the effects of
ambiguities in photographic images of advertisements on paying
attention to, being involved in, and interpreting the advertisements.
L]
Line 4: Community, media & technology

The research line ‘community, media & technology’ is a continua-

tion and expansion of the former research line ‘mass communica-

tion at the local and regional level’. The inclusion of information
and communication technology in the research agenda has come
about due to three recent developments in the media landscape:

— the expansion of local and regional media into information and
communication technology, e.g. the appearance of electronic
newspapers and of interactive websites linked to regional and local
radio and television stations;

— the emergence of locally-oriented digital communication net-
works such as digital cities and virtual meeting points sponsored
by local authorities, institutions and organisations such as banks
(e.g. Trefpunt.NL) and by publishing companies (e.g. City
Online);

— the general emergence and increasing importance of inter- and
intra-organisational digital communication networks such as in-
tranet.

In both the old and the new line of research here, the relation be-

tween (media) communication and the community, i.e. between me-

dia, information and communication technologies on the one hand
and specific communities on the other, has remained the focus for
theory building and empirical research. The literature review by Van
der Linden, Hollander & Vergeer (1994) for instance, has resulted in
the development and testing of a tentative conceptual model for fur-
ther research on the use of small scale or community media.

In addition to the geographical, socio-cultural and political commun-
ities that were investigated originally, other community types, such as
institutional, organisational and virtual communities, are now in-
cluded. Since research in this line conceptually addresses the rela-
tionship between community and communication, it allows the re-
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search models to include both higher level (community) and lower
level (individual) characteristics as factors relevant to the use of com-
munity media and community-oriented applications of digital net-
work technologies such as intranet, electronic newspapers and di-
gital cities. The margins of the concept of ‘community’ are further
explored in relation to new media technology (Hollander, 1997;
Hollander & Jankowski, forthcoming). Traditionally confined to the
geographical community, the concept was gradually extended to in-
clude socio-cultural groups not necessarily living in the same geo-
graphical area. It was, for instance, extended to cover also ethnic
groups and women'’s groups. With the introduction of the Internet,
World Wide Web and many smaller scale computer networks, the
concept of community has been further expanded to include ‘virtual’
communities and professional communities within organisations.

Part of the empirical research of this line is descriptive as well as pol-
icy-oriented and internationally comparative. It describes the struc-
tures and actual developments of local and regional media and in-
formation and communication technology in the Netherlands, this
allin the context of the government’s policies, and compares them
to those in other countries. In this way, this research is policy-oriented
and internationally comparative by nature (Jankowski, Prehn &
Stappers, 1992; De Goede, Hollander & Van der Linden, 1996;
Hollander, 1997).

The research on community, media and technology includes case
studies as well as larger-scale qualitative and quantitative projects on
the functions and uses of a variety of media technologies (local and
regional radio, television and press, local as well as larger and smaller-
scale applications of digital networks). It does so with respect to
different community types (geographical communities, institutional
communities, life stage related communities composed of, for in-
stance, elderly or children, organisational communities, and virtual
communities) and to a range of topics, e.g. information, news, polit-
ics, and entertainment (Hagemann 1995; Jankowski & Hanssen,
1996). Recent and ongoing research has furthermore focused on
tele-democracy in the province (Leeuwis, Jankowski, Martin, Van
Rossum, & Noordhof, 1997), on the use of intranet in a hospital, and
on the use of Internet by groups of the elderly. The research on tele-
democracy in the province clearly indicated some of the problems
encountered in experiments with new communication technologie%
such as problems resulting from participation by different organisa-
tions with different intentions, and problems resulting from differ-
ences in expectations regarding the outcome of an electronic debate
and the consequences for policy formulation. An ongoing Ph.D.
project investigates the impact of different aspects of the life stage
(family aspects, occupational aspects) on the use of local and
regional media in the Netherlands.
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