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This doctoral dissertation investigates the changing communicative role of 
ordinary people in times of crisis and disasters in the context of hybrid media 
environment and develops related methodology. The dissertation is motivated 
by the phenomenon of vast and creative employment of digital media 
platforms by ordinary people as a response to societal adversity. The research 
problem is two-fold: first, to study the participation of ordinary people in 
crises on digital platforms, and second, to explore how qualitative and 
computational methods can be employed and combined for the study of crises 
in the context of the hybrid media environment. Theoretically, the dissertation 
provides novel insights on the ways in which ordinary people, as non-
professionals, engage in the construction of contemporary crises via particular 
crises-related media practices. Methodologically, it offers a nuanced 
understanding of how to investigate these practices. 

Theoretically, this dissertation combines media and communication 
studies and crisis and disaster research. The theoretical framework draws on 
mediatization, which highlights the role of mediated communication in the 
construction of contemporary crises. While crisis research has traditionally 
focused mainly on organizational actors, the communicative actions of other 
social actors have not received as much attention. In order to guide attention 
to the ordinary people who are participating in crises within mediatized 
conditions, this dissertation engages with a mediatization-from-below 
approach and focuses on the agency and practices of ordinary people in the 
context of a hybrid media environment. The concept of hybridity helps to 
situate newer forms of media and related practices and actors in relation to 
older ones, stressing the continuities between them. Hence, the hybrid media 
environment presents a context in which the connected individuals operating 
on digital platforms can respond to crises and disasters alongside established 
actors. The dissertation is a compilation of a synopsis chapter and four articles, 
of which three are empirical and one methodologically focused. It applies a 
mixed methods approach to the collection and analysis of four different data 
sets that consist primarily of YouTube and Twitter materials. The mixed 
methods approach in this dissertation prioritizes qualitative research 
strategies – most prominently digital media ethnography – that is 
complemented by content analysis, close-reading and computational 
methods. 

Theoretically, the dissertation also contributes to the mediatization-from-
below approach by developing a framework of three crisis-related media 
practices: witnessing a crisis, volunteering in a crisis and building crisis 
communities. By applying the mediatization-from-below approach, the 
dissertation argues that the media practices of ordinary people have become 
an important feature that contributes in ambiguous ways to the making and 
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shaping of contemporary crises. The results from the empirical sub-studies 
show that crisis-related media practices allow ordinary people to assume 
active agency, new roles and moral responsibility in contemporary crises and 
disasters. The dissertation argues that the agency of ordinary people changes 
the hierarchies associated with roles in crises in the hybrid media environment 
by creating new relations and interdependencies between the actors. However, 
while ordinary people can act more independently during a crisis, these 
practices are still connected with other actors of the hybrid media 
environment, and they reflect and represent pre-existing cultural and physical 
social conditions. Further, the dissertation argues that digital media platforms 
encourage ordinary people to become socialized in the construction of crises. 
This creates ephemeral and complex social dynamics in crises and disasters 
which can be grasped with a methodological approach where digital media 
ethnography is complemented by computational analytics. This approach 
enables researchers to bridge the gap between particular and in-depth 
understanding of the crisis-related practices of ordinary people and their 
interpretation in the context of a more global communication scale. By 
applying the mediatization-from-below approach, this dissertation 
illuminates the ways in which the media practices of ordinary people are 
reshaping contemporary crises. 
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On 13 November 2015, a series of terror attacks occurred in Paris that led to 
the deaths of 130 people. The attacks and the massive security operation that 
followed caused chaos and disarray in the streets of Paris. At that time, 
freelance journalist Silvain Lapoix followed the unfolding event on social 
media. As a response, he tweeted, ‘Those who can open their doors, geotag 
your tweets and [use] #PorteOuverte to indicate safe places’ (Varagur 2015). 
The hashtag took off as ordinary people started to offer shelter via Twitter for 
those in need.  

This example illustrates the changing communicative role of ordinary 
people in times of crisis and disasters in the 21st century. Instead of assuming 
a passive spectator role, ordinary people can now participate in the 
construction of crisis in a hybrid media environment (Chadwick 2013; Sumiala 
et al. 2018). While crisis research has traditionally focused mainly on 
organizational actors, the communicative actions of other social actors have 
not received as much attention. Chouliaraki (2016, 419) advocated for the 
extension of media studies to critically addressing the ‘civic responsiveness’ 
that emerges as a response to mediated suffering caused by crises. Such 
responsiveness in the hybrid media environment allows ordinary people, as 
non-professionals, to assume new roles, active agency and moral 
responsibility in contemporary crises and disasters. These responses are 
described in this dissertation as crisis-related media practices. This 
dissertation argues that the media practices of ordinary people have become 
an important feature that contributes to the making and shaping of crises. This 
dissertation focuses specifically on these media practices as they emerge on 
YouTube and Twitter amidst particular crises within the theoretical 
framework of mediatization.   

With this being said, crises have become increasingly embedded in digital 
media technologies (Pantti et al. 2012). While traditional media plays a 
significant role in crises, the vast and creative employment of social media by 
ordinary people intensifies this interrelationship (Hjarvard et al. 2015). I call 
this ‘mediatization from below’ (Andersson 2017), as such mediatization can 
influence the development and outcomes of crises. Accordingly, the crisis-
related media practices of ordinary people may contribute to the social 
construction of crises. 

This dissertation aims to investigate the participation of ordinary people in 
contemporary crises and to develop related methodology. Therefore, it 
explores how the media practices of ordinary people are manifested in 
contemporary crises and how qualitative and computational methods for the 
study of crises in the context of the hybrid media environment can be 
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employed and combined. This dissertation focuses on three research 
questions, two of which are addressed in three empirical sub-studies. The last 
question is addressed in the fourth sub-study. The research questions are as 
follows: 

 
1. How does mediatization from below shape the agency of ordinary people 

in crisis contexts?  
2. How do the practices of ordinary people emerge in and shape mediatized 

crises? 
3. How can a mixed methods approach using qualitative and computational 

methods be applied to analyse the crisis-related actions of ordinary people in 
the hybrid media environment?  

 
This dissertation looks at four case studies that examined various crises in 

the 2010s, namely Israel’s raid on the aid flotilla to Gaza in 2010 (sub-study 
I); the 2011 Japan earthquake and tsunami and the 2011 East Africa famine 
(sub-study II); the Charlie Hebdo terror attacks in 2015 (sub-study IV); and, 
finally, the 2017 Stockholm terror attack (sub-study III). These cases offer 
different illustrations of the crisis-related media practices of ordinary people 
and draw attention to the fluidity of this research field. 

Methodologically, this dissertation uses a mixed methods approach, 
combining qualitative and computational research methods. The most 
prominent methodological inspiration is drawn from digital media 
ethnography, which is then supplemented with other methods, such as close-
reading and content analysis, as well as computational analytics. This 
combination of methods is used to gather, analyse and interpret multifaceted 
data from the hybrid media environment, especially YouTube and Twitter, and 
to produce a nuanced understanding of the agency and roles of ordinary 
people in times of crisis.  

 

1.2  

 
The synopsis of this dissertation is as follows: Chapter 2 presents the 
theoretical framework by discussing the mediatization of crises, defining 
contemporary crises and outlining the hybrid media environment as the 
empirical context of such crises. Chapter 3 continues by reflecting on the 
participatory turn in crisis communication. Moreover, it outlines three 
interconnected crisis-related media practices, namely 1) witnessing a crisis, 2) 
volunteering in a crisis and 3) building crisis communities. Following this 
theoretical section, Chapter 4 turns to the research design and presents the 
methodological approach of this dissertation as well as the methods applied in 
each sub-study. It concludes by reflecting on applied research ethics and 
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methods. Chapter 5 presents the findings of the sub-studies. Finally, Chapter 
6 answers the research questions and discusses the implications of the 
changing communicative role of ordinary people in crises. Moreover, it 
provides a methodological reflection and considers limitations of this work as 
well as further avenues for the study of roles of ordinary people in mediatized 
crises. In terms of its outcome, this research produces a novel and nuanced 
understanding of the roles, connections and actions of ordinary people in 
today’s heavily mediatized crises and disasters. 

Sub-study I: Media Witnessing on YouTube – Rethinking Crisis in a 
Mediatized Condition. Sub-study I examined YouTube as a mediatized 
environment where ordinary people could witness crises at a distance. This 
study explored the specific case of the violent conflict that occurred between 
activists and Israeli forces on the ‘Freedom Flotilla’ in 2010. This study 
illustrates how the witnessing of ordinary people in crisis situations is 
intertwined with the communicative practices of professional actors. 
Moreover, it shows that media witnessing as a crisis-related practice invites 
ordinary people to participate actively in the crisis, not only as an audience but 
also as content producers. By creating testimonies of the crisis, ordinary 
people engage with the struggle over ‘truth’. This study demonstrates that 
ordinary people are socialized to participate in a crisis from different witness 
positions.  

Sub-study II: Cosmopolitan Empathy and User-generated Disaster Appeal 
Videos on YouTube. Sub-study II analysed user-generated videos on YouTube 
in which ordinary people appealed for aid for disaster victims. The material 
was collected on YouTube in the contexts of the Japan earthquake and tsunami 
disaster and the East Africa famine of 2011. This sub-study suggests that 
YouTube allows ordinary people to act on suffering they witness outside of the 
roles given by traditional media and humanitarian organizations. Thus, these 
videos represent a new form of humanitarian communication by combining 
the two options of media witnesses – paying and speaking – and 
simultaneously serving to mobilize their viewers. This sub-study suggests that 
the practice of appealing for aid contributes to the new role of ordinary people 
in operating as intermediary humanitarian communicators between aid 
agencies and the public. 

Sub-study III: Ritualization of Crisis Communication: Crowd-enabled 
responses to the Stockholm terror attack on Twitter. Sub-study III scrutinized 
the crisis responses of ordinary people on Twitter in the context of the 2017 
Stockholm terror attack. The analysis suggested that communication among 
ordinary people under the hashtag #openstockholm was ritualized through a 
string of similar crisis responses. The social function of ritualized crisis 
responses is to rationalize acute crisis events and to build crisis communities. 
Moreover, the ritualized crisis responses of ordinary people contribute to the 
generation of ephemeral social cohesion. The results also suggest a shift in the 
role of ordinary people during times of crisis from being part of the audience 



Introduction 

 4 

to being part of the traditional field of authority by building community 
resilience in such crises. 

Sub-study IV: #JeSuisCharlie: Towards a Multi-Method Study of Hybrid 
Media Events. Sub-study IV is methodologically oriented, as it critically 
reflected on the challenges and possibilities of conducting research on crises 
in a hybrid media environment using the Charlie Hebdo attacks of 2015 as a 
case study. The primary data in the study consisted of 2.3 million Twitter 
messages. The study involved development of a multi-method approach that 
combined computational methods – namely, automated content analysis and 
social network analytics – with digital media ethnography. In this approach, 
qualitative and computational methods are brought into constant dialogue 
with each other, yet in a manner where computational methods are used 
primarily to support ethnographic investigation. This study shows how the 
multi-method approach assists in analysing situational and particular features 
of the crisis communication of ordinary people and in mapping the structure 
and most voluminous features of the event.  
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This chapter first presents mediatization as a theoretical framework by 
drawing on the social constructionist perspective, which highlights the role of 
media and communication in the construction of social reality and discusses 
the implications of mediatization for crises. Moreover, it introduces the 
mediatization-from-below approach that guides attention to the role of 
ordinary media users in contemporary crises. Next, it discusses the definition 
of contemporary crises. After that, it presents the hybrid media environment 
as a context for contemporary crises and discusses the implications of this 
environment for both communication in crises and the study of crises. 
 

Contemporary changes in the media and the increasing importance of the 
media in society and culture are discussed under the concept of mediatization. 
According to Knut Lundby, mediatization characterizes ‘changes in practices, 
cultures and institutions in media-saturated societies, thus denoting 
transformations of these societies themselves’ (2014b, 3). The basic 
postulation of mediatization is that our social, public and private lives are 
increasingly shaped by the media, meaning that modern societies have become 
media-saturated. Discussion around mediatization has sparked vivid disputes 
in recent years, and mediatization has been developed on theoretical, 
conceptual and empirical levels (e.g. Ampuja et al. 2014; Deacon & Stanyer 
2014; Driessens et al. 2017; Lundby 2014a). The discussion around 
mediatization does not form a cohesive theoretical framework, as these 
debates arose from different approaches, with the two primary ones being 
cultural and institutional approaches (Andersson 2017, 37; Couldry & Hepp 
2013; Lundby 2014b, 10–11).  

This dissertation draws on the social constructionist perspective on 
mediatization, which highlights the role of mediated communication in the 
construction of contemporary social life (Berger & Luckmann 1967; Couldry & 
Hepp 2013, 2017). This premise situates this work in the constructionist 
epistemology in the philosophy of science. In the constructionist view, ‘[t]ruth 
and meaning do not exist in some external world, but are created by the 
subject’s interactions with the world. Meaning is constructed not discovered, 
so subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in relation to 
the same phenomenon’ (Gray 2014, 20 [emphasis in original]). Thus, drawing 
on Nick Couldry and Andreas Hepp’s (2017) argument that the social world is 
constructed in and through mediated communication, this dissertation 
regards crises as indispensable parts of the social world that are, consequently, 
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also constructed in and through mediated communication. On an analytical 
level, this work engages with the mediatization-from-below approach that 
focuses on the action and agency of individuals in mediatized conditions 
(Lundby 2014b, 29). This framework offers a suitable basis for assessing the 
changing communicative roles of ordinary people in crises.  

Mediatization theory aims to capture the growing infiltration of media in 
different spheres of social life. According to Couldry and Hepp, the relevance 
of mediatization ‘derives from the increasing salience of technologically based 
media of communication in contemporary cultures and societies’ (2017, 35). 
Mediatization addresses the complexities created by media saturation that 
escape the traditional approaches of media and communication studies, such 
as foci on production, representation and/or reception (Andersson 2017; 
Hepp et al. 2015; Livingstone 2009). This transition to increased complexity 
can be conceptualized in terms of a movement from the mediation of crises to 
the mediatization of crises (Hjarvard et al. 2015, 5). The key distinction here 
is between regular and transformative communication (Lundby 2014b, 7). 
Mediation is understood as the regular use of media for communication – for 
instance, using it for the journalistic transmission of information between the 
scene of a terror attack and a distant audience (Cottle 2006, 9). A movement 
towards mediatization takes place when the continuing layers of mediations 
shape long-term transformations in the social or cultural environment 
(Lundby 2014b, 7).  

In the early years of the 21st century, mediatization was often related to 
media logic (expressed in singular), which affects different levels of society. 
According to critiques (e.g. Bräuchler & Budka 2020), this denoted a causal 
relation between traditional news media and society that was echoed, perhaps, 
in phrases such as ‘how the media do things with conflict’ (Cottle 2006, 9). The 
proliferation of digital media and the emergence of digital ‘cultures of 
connectivity’ (van Dijk 2013) has intensified mediatization (Hjarvard et al. 
2015). The growing interdependency between technology and social forms was 
conceptualized by Couldry and Hepp as ‘deep mediatization’, in which ‘the 
very elements and building blocks from which a sense of the social is 
constructed become themselves based in technologically based processes of 
mediation’ (2017, 7 [emphasis in original]). Today, digitalization and 
datafication make the embedding of media into social processes more forceful 
than ever (Couldry & Hepp 2017, 34–52). Thus, in addition to digital media, 
the study of mediatization considers how the institutionalization of media 
(motivated by corporate and government interests) and automated data-
driven infrastructures are implicated in the construction of social reality 
(Couldry & Hepp 2017, 7). However, while acknowledging that mediatization 
intensifies and deepens along with the technological processes of digitalization 
and datafication, it should be noted that ‘the core of mediatization is the social 
and cultural transformations, not technical media as such’, as Lundby reminds 
us (2014b, 8).    
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With that being said, the mediatization of crises means that, in addition to 
reporting, reflecting on and representing crises, the changing media plays 
performative and constitutive roles in crises by creating new communicative 
conditions for them (Cottle 2014; Hjarvard et al. 2015). The consequences of 
mediatization are undetermined; mediatization may reduce or intensify crises, 
transform the character of existing crises or even produce new forms of crises 
(Hjarvard et al. 2015, 10–12). Moreover, while the origins of many crises have 
not changed with mediatization (e.g. earthquakes or tsunamis), in some cases, 
crises are now created for the media. For instance, acts of terrorism have 
become increasingly planned to maximize the attention received through 
media (Nacos 2016). In order to generate society-wide terror, the attacks are 
designed ‘“for the media” as much as “for the chaos”’ (Cui & Rothenbuhler 
2018, 157 [quotation marks in original]). For example, in the case of the 2019 
Christchurch attacks in New Zealand, the perpetrator livestreamed his deadly 
rampage on Facebook, from which the real-time massacre footage was then 
disseminated on YouTube and other digital platforms. The main implication 
of mediatization is that crises ‘often come to be acted out differently because 
of the mediatized conditions of contemporary societies’ (Hjarvard et al. 2015, 
10).  

Mediatization is a theory of social change. These changes can be 
approached on three levels that are helpful in situating this work theoretically: 
1) the macro-level of globalization, 2) the meso-level of institutions and 3) the 
micro-level of daily interactions (Lundby 2014b, 3; Toft 2019, 15). Of these 
approaches, the last one – on which this work focuses – has received relatively 
little attention, especially in the context of crises (but see Mortensen 2014). 
What should be noted is that these approaches are not exclusive; rather, they 
connect in multiple ways to capture the complexity of mediatization (Bolin & 
Hepp 2017, 324; Peruško 2017). In brief, in a macro-level approach, 
mediatization is considered one of the meta-processes that shape modern 
societies, alongside globalization, individualization and commercialization 
(Krotz 2009, 24). Second, meso-level research draws on institutional 
traditions and determines how societal institutions are affected by media 
institutions (Hjarvard 2013). Finally, micro-level research considers 
mediatization from below. Here, mediatization is understood to take place in 
media-related social practices at the grassroots level. Thus, social changes are 
studied in particular contexts by examining, for example, the media practices 
and interactions of individuals ‘which are marked by endless numbers of 
varied mediations’ (Andersson 2017, 36). Media use, including reception, 
sharing, distribution and production by individuals, is understood as a form 
of agency (Peruško 2017). This approach draws attention to ‘particular 
practices of mediatization as performed and experienced by individual actors 
or small groups’ and suggests that these practices may contribute to the 
transformation of other social dimensions (Lundby 2014b, 22). Instead of 
defining ‘media’ on a structural level in terms of journalism, mass media 
institutions or news agencies – as is done in institutional tradition – the 
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mediatization-from-below approach understands ‘media’ as relating to media 
practices and related agency as well as an environment that features both 
media technologies and symbolic content (Andersson 2017).  

Similarly, the mediatization of crises can be approached at three scales, as 
media have become integral to the social processes in which crises are born, 
experienced and responded to. Largely, the mediatization of crises can be 
considered ‘a side-effect of the general mediatization of culture and society’ 
(Hjarvard et al. 2015, 3; see also Cottle 2014; Pantti et al. 2012; Sumiala & 
Hakala 2010). On an institutional level, media shape crises, for instance, by 
the interaction of institutionalized news media and political elites. This 
involves mainstream media’s intensive contribution and presence in crises as 
well as political attempts to shape public opinions of crises (Mortensen 2014, 
39–47). On a micro-level, media affects crises by the communicative actions 
of non-professional actors, often analysed as citizens, activists and 
eyewitnesses (Mortensen 2014, 39, 47–49). In this dissertation these non-
institutional actors, who have no official role in crisis reporting, relief or 
management efforts are referred to as ordinary people. This term is chosen to 
analyse the various ways in which ordinary media users engage in and 
contribute to crises in a mediatized context. Turner (2010), in his discussion 
of the increasing visibility and performance of ordinary people in the 
contemporary media environment, suggested the term ‘demotic turn’ to 
highlight the role of ordinary people not only as an audience but as a crucial 
part of media production and content. Consequently, the rise of social media, 
where ‘“ordinary” people in ordinary social networks (as opposed to 
professional journalists) can create user-generated “news”’ (Murthy 2012, 
1061), has increased the importance of the micro-level analysis. 

This dissertation draws on the mediatization-from-below approach 
(Andersson 2017) by focusing on mediatization on a micro-level and 
examining the communicative actions of ordinary people. This approach 
places individual agency and action at the core of mediatization and focuses 
on people’s use of media as a basic unit of analysis (Andersson 2017; Toft 2019, 
15). Consequently, it draws its methodological inspiration from ethnographic 
methods in order to analyse social settings at a micro-level (Andersson 2017, 
45).  

 

As Sorokin notably maintained, crises ‘offer an opportunity to examine many 
aspects of social life which in normal times are hidden’ (1943, 244). 
Accordingly, crisis research is a multidisciplinary field in which crises and 
disasters are studied from different perspectives. This dissertation draws on 
sociological and cultural crises and disaster research in order to focus on the 
role of ordinary people in contemporary crises. Today, crises are becoming 
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both more complex and common for various reasons, including climate 
change, global mobility and interconnectedness, urbanization and 
technological developments (Pantti et al. 2012). Moreover, they are also 
increasingly embedded in digital media (Cottle 2014; Gupha-Sapir 2018; 
Pantti 2019). The multiple academic perspectives on crises resonate in the 
varied and sometimes even mixed uses of the concept of ‘crisis’ together with 
related concepts, such as ‘disaster’, ‘emergency’, ‘conflict’ and ‘hazard’; these 
concepts are occasionally used synonymously and sometimes with certain 
differences (Boin 2005, 160; Boin & t’Hart 2007; Hiltz et al. 2011; Quarantelli 
et al. 2007; Quarantelli et al. 2018). Often, such literature has been concerned 
with the gravity of lost lives and material damage. For instance, ‘disaster’ refers 
to doom and devastation (of which natural disasters serve as a prototype case), 
while ‘crisis’ implies a critical turning point that may lead to either better or 
worse outcomes (Boin & t’Hart 2007, 43). However, Boin (2005, 163–171) 
proposed that the concepts of disaster and crisis could be integrated in order 
to encourage interdisciplinary analysis and to better grasp the complexity of 
contemporary crises. According to Boin (2005, 164), the concept of crisis can 
cover a wide range of societal adversity that results from a ‘combination of 
exogenous and endogenous factors’ ranging from earthquakes to terror 
attacks. While different types of crises have different characteristics and 
societal outcomes, they also have important commonalities. All these dramatic 
occurrences feature threat, urgency and uncertainty (Boin & t’Hart 2007, 43–
44). Crises disrupt life-sustaining systems and core values, such as security, 
safety and the integrity of communities and societies. This sense of threat 
comes with a high level of uncertainty and demands urgent action. Indeed, 
crises are intrinsically tied with human agency and practices (Doane 1990, 
223; Frosh & Pinchevski 2009, 295; Wuthnow 2010). They raise questions 
about what is happening and why, and they call for judgement, moral 
responsibility and action. Thus, a crisis invites different actors to respond to, 
report, make sense of and socially experience the situation.  

Today, the sense-making, collective assessment and responses to crises 
occur in a hybrid media environment. Cottle (2014) argued that the 
contemporary media environment has become increasingly important in how 
global crises are constituted, understood and responded to. In these 
conditions, ordinary people together with other social actors can participate in 
the construction of crises. However, crisis research has placed a strong, long-
standing emphasis on top-down approaches where organizations, institutions 
and authorities are at the centre of attention (Holmgreen 2015; Tierney 2007). 
In media studies, researchers have considered how professional media and aid 
agencies report and represent crises and thus influence the public perception 
of such events (e.g. Allan & Zelizer 2004; Benthall 1993; Carruthers 2000). 
Research in organizational crisis communication has extensively examined the 
crisis responses of public and private organizations and how those responses 
affect such organizations’ reputation, image, finances and future (Benoit 1995; 
Coombs 2015; Ulmer et al. 2013). In sociological research, interest has focused 
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on official disaster responses and the efficacy of pre-event planning (Drabek & 
McEntire 2002). These mainstream approaches have produced valuable 
information regarding institutional crisis management and the journalistic 
media framework of crises.  

With the rise of social media and related digital communication 
technologies, these top-down approaches to crises have been called into 
question. Scholars have reflected on whether crisis research is able to engage 
critically with complex issues raised in the context of a globalized hybrid media 
environment (Diers-Lawson 2017; Pantti et al. 2012; Quarantelli 2005; Roux-
Dufort 2016; Tierney 2007). Since the beginning of the 2010s, journalistic, 
organizational and sociological crisis research, as well as the disaster relief 
community, have increasingly recognized the rise of different public voices in 
the field of crisis communication (e.g. Coombs 2015; IFRC 2013; Murthy & 
Gross 2017; Park & Johnston 2017; Schwarz et al. 2016; Takahashi et al. 2015; 
Tandoc Jr & Takahashi 2016). Digital media platforms have made bottom-up 
and many-to-many communication available in conjunction with traditional 
top-down communication. This growth of digital media technologies has 
contributed to the ‘civilian surge’ in crisis communication (Gowning 2009, 1). 
Whether it is through the production of testimonies on YouTube during a 
violent conflict or the sharing of information on Twitter in the midst of an 
earthquake, ordinary people are able to participate in the construction of 
different types of crises.  

Crises have long been defined as isolated events. The classical perspective 
draws on realist assumptions of disaster studies in which crises were 
considered ‘acts of God’ and to exist ‘out there as distinct events’ (Tierney 
2007, 506). In the event approach, a crisis is considered a decisive moment 
that interrupts the routine of everyday life or separates two states of normality 
(Roux-Dufort 2016). This perspective is very much bound in time, as it is 
considered short-term and explosive. The idea that crises are isolable 
moments in time and space with distinct origins has led to a multitude of crisis 
typologies based on crises’ triggering properties, such as whether they are 
natural or man-made (Roux-Dufort 2016, 26; on the typologies, see, e.g., 
Sellnow & Seeger 2013). Moreover, the event approach places crises in the ‘un-
ness’ category, in which they are considered unexpected, undesirable, 
unimaginable and often unmanageable (Hewitt 1983, referred to in Boin & 
t’Hart 2007). Thus, the element of surprise is a key feature of crises in the event 
approach (Roux-Dufort 2016, 26). Yet, this short-term framework has been 
criticized for separating crises from the social and cultural contexts in which 
they occur and operate (Hewitt 1983) and for disguising the facts that crises 
are inherent to social order itself and that they develop over long periods of 
time (Calhoun 2004). Calhoun (2004) asserted that the event view produces 
an ‘emergency imaginary’ that shapes the crisis response and often amplifies 
the power of already powerful actors. Moreover, this realist approach 
overlooks the constitutive role of communicative practices in crises (Cottle 
2009; Pantti 2019).  
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Consequently, a social constructionist approach to crises has been argued 
in which a crisis is understood as a context or condition instead of a turning 
point or event (e.g. Hoffman & Oliver-Smith 2002; Quarantelli et al. 2018; 
Roux-Dufort 2016). This approach accounts for the underlying social 
conditions that are interrelated with crises (Blaikie et al. 1994) and 
acknowledges that crises and their origins, causes and outcomes are never 
solely ‘natural’ due to the penetration of human actions (e.g. climate change) 
(Hartman & Squire 2006). The social constructionist approach also notes that 
the social interpretation and response to a crisis reflects the wider pre-existing 
power relations, inequalities and vulnerabilities of society (Cunningham 
2005; Dynes 2000; Madianou 2015; Wuthnow 2010). Crises are considered 
‘long-lasting and open-ended processes involving economic, political, social 
and cultural factors’ (Pantti 2019, 5; see also De Smet et al. 2012; Oliver-Smith 
& Hoffman 2002). This view also draws attention to the constitutive role of 
media in crises. For instance, in terms of how social problems are defined and 
made culturally meaningful and how crises responses are mobilized, Cottle 
(2014, 4) noted that global crises are ‘dependent on and conditioned by media 
and communication’. Media attention on crises both reflects and reinforces 
broader societal and cultural trends (Tierney 2007, 62; Tierney et al. 2006). 
This also means that some crises remain invisible if they fail to fit into news 
values or the cultural proximity of audiences (Joye 2010). A crisis can be 
understood as a physical occurrence that is publicly perceived as posing 
negative effects on humans and social systems. In other words, a crisis is seen 
to take place on two dynamically intertwined levels: the level of physical 
disruption, from where it instantaneously scatters to the level of the hybrid 
media environment in the forms of information, messages and images that are 
created and shared by multiple actors including ordinary people. In this 
setting, the question of media practices in the construction of crises is 
important because how crises are constructed and reconstructed through the 
digital media has important consequences for victims, communities and 
societies (Cottle 2009, 1; Tierney 2007, 509).  

As social constructs, crises invite different interpretations from different 
actors (Oliver-Smith 2002). While the current academic understanding 
acknowledges that crises are not isolated events but open-ended processes, 
media and communication scholars have noted that media coverage of crises 
remains typically event-focused (Button 2002; Pantti 2019). This is explained 
by ‘news values’ (Galtung & Ruge 1965) that often focus on dramatic, 
unexpected and unusual events (Greer 2007). The event-focus is illustrated by 
attention peaks in the media. After the initial coverage peak, the traditional 
news attention span of a crisis typically fades within a week (Cottle 2009, 50; 
Media Tenor Journal 2006, 26–27). The same peak is also reflected in social 
media. Crises usually spawn an immediate response from social media users 
(e.g. Bruns & Hanusch 2017, 1122) and invite the spontaneous formation of 
‘impromptu publics’ (Mortensen & Trenz 2016) or ‘ad hoc publics’ (Bruns & 
Burgess 2015) that fade away soon after the acute phase. Moreover, in some 
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cases, a crisis may be constructed into a ‘media event’ consisting of a 
beginning, middle and end (Dayan & Katz 1992; Katz & Liebes 2007). In a 
hybrid media environment, a crisis like the Charlie Hebdo terror attacks in 
Paris 2015 turns into a media event when multiple actors (e.g. professional 
journalists, political elites, ordinary people and celebrities) interrupt their 
daily routines, start to communicate about the attacks in real time (through 
live broadcasting and streaming) and invite viewers to affectively engage with 
the expectance that ‘the whole world is watching’ (Sumiala et al. 2018).  

Today, digital platforms offer us an ever-present possibility to experience 
adversity and disruption. Media historian Terhi Rantanen (2009) has stated 
that in the current media environment, the news is always on, and the same 
can be said for crises. According to Frosh and Pinchevski, through digital 
media, crises are detached from the traditional event-focused and ‘time-
honored understanding’ and have become an ‘experiential ground of 
contemporary existence rather than momentary irruption into it’ (2009, 296). 
Accordingly, they argue that this has led to a state where risks and crises are 
present as a background state of affairs (Frosh & Pinchevski 2009, 296). In 
this view, crises are not interruptions to everyday practices. Instead, they are 
the circumstances of social reality and ‘terrains of action’ (Vigh 2008) where 
social reality can be reordered and negotiated.  

 

2.3
 

This dissertation contextualizes crises in the hybrid media environment. While 
the focus is on the media practices of ordinary people in crises, it should be 
noted that these communicative practices, enabled by the rise of digital media 
technologies, do not emerge in a vacuum. In crises, the messages of citizens 
intertwine with the communication of old and new media institutions, 
governmental actors, officials, aid agencies, celebrities and, in case of violent 
attack, perpetrators. Hence, although this dissertation is especially concerned 
with two social media platforms, YouTube and Twitter, it also discusses the 
wider empirical context of the hybrid media environment. It has been stated 
that the concept of hybridity helps to situate newer things in relation to older 
ones, stressing the continuities between them (Chadwick 2013, 9). Therefore, 
hybridity assists in presenting analytical insights into the emerging practices 
of ordinary people in crises in relation to other prominent actors. 

The hybrid media environment is rooted in the process of digitalization, 
which pertains to the transformation of the internet from a ‘publicly oriented 
network for specialist communication into a deeply commercialized, 
increasingly banal space for the conduct of social life itself’ (Couldry & Hepp 
2017, 50 [emphasis in original]). Furthermore, digitalization primarily 
concerns the rise of corporation-owned social media platforms, such as 
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Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, where users can interact with each other, 
form social networks and engage in ‘mass-self communication’ (Castells 2009) 
and ‘connective action’ (Bennet & Segerberg 2013). Neologisms such as 
‘produsage’ (production + usage) and ‘prosumer’ (producer + consumer) 
(Bruns 2008, 2009; Toffler 1990) have emerged to describe situations in 
which the boundaries between production, representation and reception are 
dissolved and mixed (Sumiala & Tikka 2011a). Moreover, the hybrid media 
environment is also a matter of the digitalization of ‘old media’ (Couldry & 
Hepp 2017, 48–51) as many traditional news media and journalists now 
operate on social media. Today, real-time TV broadcasting of crises is 
accompanied by live-tweeting, live-blogging and live-streaming videos on 
social media.  

The interplay and inter-dynamic between ‘older’ and ‘newer’ media is 
something that Andrew Chadwick (2013) characterized under the concept of a 
hybrid media system in order to attain a holistic approach to the role of 
information and communication in political life. Instead of focusing ‘either on 
supposedly “new” or supposedly “old” media’ (2013, 4), he insisted on a 
research perspective that would be able to grasp the current communication 
environment, which is in the middle of complex and chaotic transitions 
induced by the rise of digital technologies. For Chadwick (2013), hybridity was 
about fusing the roles between older and newer media, where newer media 
practices adapt and integrate into the logics of older media practices and vice 
versa. In a similar vein, Jenkins discussed convergence culture ‘where old and 
new media collide, where grassroots and corporate media intersect’ (2006, 
259–60). In addition to the intertwining of older and newer forms of media, 
hybridity is about interconnections between different actors, like media, 
political actors and publics (Chadwick 2013, 4). The connections between 
these actors reshape and transform power relationships. It is stated that the 
connected individuals have reconfigured the traditional relations of 
communicative power in crises (Cottle 2014). Drawing on these insights, this 
dissertation views the hybrid media environment as consisting of a 
multiplicity of actors, narratives, temporalities and digital media platforms, as 
well as relations of interdependence in digital media that result from the 
mediatization of the social world (Couldry & Hepp 2017). However, unlike 
Chadwick, the aim of this work is not to analyse systemic changes in this 
communication environment; rather, this dissertation uses the concept of the 
hybrid media ‘environment’ instead of ‘system’ to better reflect the openness 
that hybridity entails (see also Sumiala et al. 2018).    

YouTube and Twitter are among the key platforms used by ordinary people 
in the hybrid media environment. According to Statista, Twitter had 330 
million active monthly users during the first quarter of 2019 (Statista 2019a), 
and YouTube had 2 billion logged-in monthly viewers as of May 2019 (Statista 
2019b). While a direct comparison of the number of users of these platforms 
is difficult due to the platforms’ differences, both of these sites are among the 
most popular social media. They also serve as key platforms on which ordinary 
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people can participate in the construction of crises together with other actors. 
In this sense, they are emblematic of a hybrid media environment. While this 
dissertation fully recognises that Twitter and YouTube are only two platforms 
in the hybrid media environment, it has been argued that they play a 
particularly important role in contemporary crises (e.g. Antony & Thomas 
2010; Bruno 2011). They provide a rich variety of actors, motivations and 
content that are interlinked with and embedded in other digital platforms and 
sites within the hybrid media environment and hence shed light on other 
forms and contents of digital media.  

Twitter and YouTube have been associated with a variety of disasters, 
violent attacks, conflicts and revolutions, for instance in the contexts of the 
Haiti earthquake (Bruno 2011), the London riots (Vis 2013), Syria’s ‘YouTube 
uprising’ and Iran’s ‘Twitter revolution’ (e.g. Christensen 2011; Wall & El 
Zahed 2011). These platforms have also been used to connect people, share 
visual evidence of atrocities and coordinate protests. However, academic 
research on social media in the context of crises has focused on Twitter, 
probably due to its technological properties that enable computational data 
collection (Reuter & Kaufhold 2018; Reuter & Scholl 2014). This emphasis on 
Twitter has received criticism, for example, in terms of its representativeness 
(Crawford & Finn 2015; Reuter & Kaufhold 2018). However, while the number 
of active Twitter users is low compared, for instance, to Facebook’s 2.4 billion 
active users (Statista 2019c), Twitter has a particular role in the field of crisis 
communication. Since the Haiti earthquake of 2010, Twitter has been 
considered the most vital platform of acute crisis communication, as its 
sociotechnical affordances related to openness, tweeting, retweeting, 
hashtagging and sharing favour real-time information dissemination and the 
‘drama of instantaneity’ (Papacharissi & de Fatima Oliveira 2011, 21). 

Twitter and YouTube offer very different techno-social ways to participate. 
The dynamics between the platforms’ interfaces and users, discussed also 
under the notion of affordances (Faraj & Azad 2012), shape individuals’ 
capacity and ability to act (boyd 2010). On Twitter, user-created hashtags play 
a prominent role in enabling users to act (Bruns & Burgess 2015). In the case 
of the 2010 Haiti earthquake, remotely located citizens organized 
spontaneously on Twitter using the hashtag #haiti to collect funds for those 
affected by the earthquake (Starbird & Palen 2011). The meaning and role of 
YouTube in the context of crises, however, has been studied much less. Yet 
YouTube serves as a central online video platform where visual evidence 
related to crises can be shared and circulated during and immediately after 
emergencies by ordinary people, journalists, officials, perpetrators and other 
parties (Sumiala & Tikka 2011b). YouTube shares many similarities with the 
breaking news of conventional television (cf. Katz 2009). However, unlike 
conventional television, YouTube invites ordinary people to participate in the 
visualization of crises on a new scale. It connects people during crises through 
complex algorithmic recommendations based on user behaviours and video 
metadata and engagements. Users who produce – for instance, visual citizen 
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reports of terror attacks – are able to add meta-information to a video so that 
other interested users can find it more easily. With these clues, YouTube’s 
algorithms offer suggestions for other, similar videos. Moreover, YouTube 
encourages users to comment on the evidence and testimonial materials and 
to further share those materials on other social media platforms. While 
YouTube contributes to the ‘intensified liveness’ of crises (see Sumiala et al. 
2019), it is also a platform on which crisis-related videos can be uploaded and 
commented on long after the emergencies occur. Thus, YouTube constitutes ‘a 
massive – yet problematic – archive of audio-visual representations’ and 
consequently participates in the memory construction of crises (Smit et al. 
2015, 290). Studies have pointed out that social media inflicts its own logic – 
which consists of economies, norms and mechanisms – on users, their 
engagement and their potential actions (Madianou 2013; van Dijck & Poell 
2013). Therefore, the logic of digital media platforms influences the social 
experience of crises. YouTube, for instance, has been observed to recommend 
more and more extreme content for its users (O’Callaghan et al. 2015; Tufecki 
2018). For example, after playing a video related to the Stockholm terror 
attack, YouTube starts to autoplay videos that feature other terror attacks, 
airplane crashes and other emergencies with graphic imagery. Therefore, 
digital platforms are not to be treated as neutral channels for crisis 
communication (Crawford & Finn 2015, 495; Vis 2013). 

With this being said, the liveness, fluidity and ubiquity of the hybrid media 
environment, together with the urgency of the crisis at hand, pose 
methodological opportunities and challenges for those interested in 
contemporary social life related to crises and disasters. On the one hand, 
conditions in which common people tweet alongside the live reports of 
traditional media and officials (Murthy 2012) or create videos of ongoing 
conflict offer us the possibility of observing crises unfolding practically in real 
time (e.g. Murthy & Gross 2017; Spence et al. 2016). These digital traces that 
different social actors leave behind construct a complex and dynamic research 
field that can be followed, collected and analysed for the purpose of research 
(Venturini & Latour 2010). On the other hand, contemporary digital media 
platforms have become transient, volatile and difficult to capture for the 
purpose of research (Hine 2015; Lury & Wakeford 2014). Previously, research 
materials of analogous media, including print newspapers and TV news, have 
been more static, fixed in time and somewhat simple to collect; one could 
gather the research material of a certain crisis, for instance, by collecting 
selected newspapers, browsing through them and cutting out related reports. 
Today, the banalization and embeddedness of the internet in our everyday life 
creates a constantly shifting research field. This requires researchers to meet 
this challenge. Sarah Pink noted, ‘as digital technologies are increasingly 
ubiquitous in everyday life, as well as in the more extraordinary events and 
activities in which people become involved, then it becomes important to do 
research in a way that accounts for this’ (2016, 161).  
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The rise of digital communication technologies has changed the space for 
social action through interactivity, drawing attention to the diverse roles of 
ordinary people in mediatized conditions (e.g. Couldry 2012; Turner 2010). 
This chapter discusses how ordinary people participate in crises on social 
media. Afterward, the chapter presents an analytical framework for the crisis-
related media practices of ordinary people.  
 

 A participatory turn in crisis communication has occurred over the last few 
decades, along with a rise in user-led communication environments. This 
change has offered ordinary people multiple novel ways to be actively engaged 
with contemporary crises (Chouliaraki 2016). With this new dynamic, the 
agency of ordinary people has shifted from the role of spectator, viewer and 
consumer to the role of media user (van Dijck 2009). Conventionally, agency 
is related to an individual’s socially constructed capacity and ability to act on 
their own choices (Barker 2002). In mediatized conditions, agency is 
associated with media use (Peruško 2017, 57) that takes the form of active 
participation in and production of user-generated content (UGC) in digital 
media platforms. This is in contrast to the more passive recipience of previous 
phases of media culture (van Dijck 2009, 42).  

The crisis-related use of the internet by ordinary people started before the 
advent of social media (Palen & Hughes 2018). Since the World Trade Center 
attacks of September 11, 2001, researchers have examined and documented 
the public’s use of blogs and websites to interact on matters pertaining to 
natural disasters and violent attacks. In the aftermath of 9/11, ordinary people 
expressed their reactions on the internet (Ellis 2001; Russel 2004), and as a 
response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, people used websites to create 
lists of missing people (Hakala & Seeck 2009). In response to 2005’s 
Hurricane Katrina, ordinary people used online forums to connect with their 
local communities, exchange information, cope with disruption and 
coordinate disaster relief (Procopio & Procopio 2007; Shklovski et al. 2010; 
Torrey et al. 2007). After social media began to take hold around 2007, people 
turned to Facebook, YouTube and Twitter to find, create and share crisis-
related information and representations. In the 2007 Virginia Tech school 
shooting, students used Facebook to determine whether other students had 
survived (Palen et al. 2009), and ordinary people used YouTube to make sense 
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of what had happened and to deal with the trauma by remixing news clips and 
creating memorial videos (Lindgren 2012). In the case of the Southern 
California wildfires of 2007, the use of Twitter was described as a 
‘backchannel’ where ordinary people looked for information that would clarify 
the messages received from formal emergency response channels (Sutton et 
al. 2008).  

While these examples illustrate the supportive side of grassroots-level 
participation in crises, the hybrid media environment is by no means immune 
to inequalities, disorder and misinformation. In fact, the early hype around 
positive perceptions such as ‘cosmopolitan cultural citizenship’ (Burgess & 
Green 2009, 79) related to digital participatory technologies and platforms has 
been called into question (e.g. Zuboff 2015). In the era of accelerating climate 
change, refugee crises, shaky power politics, pandemic and live-streamed 
mass murders, these platforms have increasingly become associated with 
violence, racism, disinformation, hate speech, polarization, bots, trolls, biased 
algorithms and conspiracy theories. In other words, the dark side of the social 
world is online and works as a driving force in certain crises, such as school 
shootings and terror attacks (Sumiala & Tikka 2011a; 2011b).   

Simultaneously, the importance of social media in terms of its benefits for 
ordinary people’s crisis communication has increased. According to Hughes et 
al. (2008, 1):  

 

The internet has supported the interests of disaster survivors, curious 
onlookers and compassionate helpers wishing to aid those directly 
affected by crisis. New roles and functions are emerging as people, 
including those in the geographical space of disaster and those outside 
it, go on-line to seek and provide information. 

 
Consequently, social media use in times of crisis has garnered research 
attention. Reuter and Kaufhold (2018, 42) noted that it is difficult to find a 
crisis on a national or international scale since 2001 in which social media 
were not employed. Australia’s South East Queensland floods in 2011 are a 
frequently cited example of a crisis in which Twitter played an important role 
in sharing and disseminating information between local authorities, states, 
ordinary people and journalistic media (Bruns et al. 2012). This attention also 
led to the formation of a research field at the intersection of computing and 
socio-behavioural research termed ‘crisis informatics’ (Palen et al. 2007), 
which studies the use of social media in crises. Crisis informatics draws on 
sociological disaster research that has long demonstrated that, in contrast to 
general assumptions, ordinary people’s behaviour in emergencies is generally 
prosocial (Helsloot & Ruitenberg 2004; Tierney 2007). Reflecting on these 
early findings of disaster sociology, Palen and Hughes state that the 
contemporary vast adoption of social media in adversity has made visible how 
ordinary people informally participate in crisis responses (2018, 499).  
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Though the active agency of ordinary people in crises is not a novel 
phenomenon, the possibilities for action have been reconfigured. In the digital 
age, the temporal and spatial scales of involvement in crises have mutated; 
people can participate in crises practically in real-time and at any distance 
from the physical crisis itself (Hughes et al. 2008). According to the United 
Nations Volunteers programme, digital technologies have ‘eliminated the need 
for volunteerism to be tied to specific times and locations. Thus, it greatly 
increases the freedom and flexibility of volunteering engagement and 
complements the outreach and impact of volunteers serving in situ’ (United 
Nations Volunteers 2011, 27). The participatory turn in crisis communication 
invites both remote and affected people to break from their previous roles as 
helpless victims and outraged spectators and become actively engaged with 
crises (Givoni 2016, 1027). These changes have resulted in novel 
conceptualizations such as citizen witnessing, digitally enabled emergent 
volunteering (DEEV), digital humanitarianism, volunteer and technical 
communities and crisis mapping, which aim to capture new roles and practices 
of ordinary people in times of crisis (Allan 2013; Pantti et al. 2012; Pyle et al. 
2019).  

The participatory turn in crisis communication has contributed to the 
‘transformation of visibility’ (Thompson 1995) in crises and launched the 
consideration of digital media as a political and moral space in which to 
respond to mediated suffering (Chouliraki 2013; Madianou 2013). The central 
expectation is that digital communication creates active publics and new 
political and moral agency by, for instance, enabling distant audiences to 
engage with suffering caused by crises (e.g. through public speaking, which 
Boltanski [1999] sees as a significant form of engagement, instead of merely 
donating money) (Madianou 2013). Another view is that digital 
communication technologies change the power hierarchies in disaster 
responses by empowering ordinary people and affected communities in crises 
(Chernobrov 2018) and highlighting the voices and faces of the distant 
sufferers of developing countries (Murthy 2013). Consequently, some have 
predicted that international humanitarian organizations will play more 
limited roles in future crises (Meier 2013). However, the democratizing 
opportunities of digital technologies among ordinary people in crises have 
been called into question by critical scholars. For example, Madianou (2015) 
noted that the potential of digital communication is not realized equally for all 
disaster victims. While better off middle-class disaster victims can often 
improve their conditions using social media for recovery, those who are 
socially marginalized do not benefit from digital media as easily (ibid., 9). 
Thus, Madianou (2015, 9) stated that ‘digital inequalities amplify social 
inequalities’ in the context of crises and disasters.  

Digital media facilitates both formal and informal political engagement 
among citizens (Uldam & Vestergaard 2015). Similar dimensions of 
engagement realize in crises as ordinary people can rely on both spontaneous 
self-organization on digital platforms and organizational coordination by 
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established agents. Bennet and Segerberg (2013) elaborated on these two 
forms of participation in their analysis of the role of digital media in the 
mobilization and organization of social movements and termed them ‘crowd-
enabled connective action’ and ‘organizationally enabled connective action’. 
Crowd-enabled connective action, which mirrors spontaneous self-
organization in crises, appears on digital platforms without any leading or 
enabling organizational actors and is related to the rise of highly individualized 
global publics (Bennet & Segerberg 2013). Crowd-enabled connective action 
emerges as a response to certain external events, such as crises, rather than 
pre-existing causes or groups. Instead of asking people to join an established 
ideology, crowd-enabled connective action allows flexible participation and 
different personal causes (ibid.). This can be observed, for instance, in the case 
of the 2014 Atlanta ice storms. An ordinary citizen created the Snowed Out 
Atlanta Facebook page, which became a massive online platform where 
affected people converged to share informational, material and emotional 
support during the crisis (Pyle et al. 2019). The temporal frame of this dynamic 
is commonly short; the digital emergence of ordinary people is event-driven, 
and, once people have responded to perceived needs, they disperse (Park & 
Johnston 2017, 15; Pyle & Boatwright 2018).  

The participation of ordinary people in crises is also becoming more 
coordinated and professionalized. Organizationally enabled connective action 
(Bennet & Segerberg 2013) mirrors this trend in the field of emergency 
management and humanitarianism (McLennan et al. 2016). Features of this 
kind of action – characterized by the loose presence of organizations as 
coordinators and social technology providers (Bennet & Segerberg 2013, 47) – 
can, in the context of crises, be traced back to the 2010s. In particular, the Haiti 
earthquake is commonly considered a watershed where the potential of 
digitally networked ordinary people was revealed (IFRC 2013; McLennan et 
al. 2016, 2035; Nelson et al. 2011; Pantti et al. 2012). Since then, established 
actors have become increasingly interested in harnessing and capitalizing on 
the labour of ordinary people as digital volunteers, as well as the big crisis data 
they produce. As a result of crowd-enabled and organizationally enabled crisis 
responses, MacNamara states that we are encountering:  

 

[n]ot simply a technological shift [but] also a process of rapid 
decentralization of power. With extremely low barriers to entry, many 
new entrants are appearing in the fields of emergency and disaster 
response. They are ignoring the traditional hierarchies, because the 
new entrants perceive that there is something they can do which 
benefits others. 

 UN-OCHA 2013, 16 

While the distinction between organizationally enabled and crowd-enabled 
connective action is idealized, it suggests that digital platforms support 
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different kinds of engagement for ordinary people in the context of crises. 
Moreover, it reflects the wider changes that have taken place in the field of 
disaster volunteerism. Studies have reported a shift from lifelong, great 
commitment to voluntary organizations and altruistic values towards newer 
disaster volunteering styles (Hustinx & Lammertyn 2003), which include 
increased preference for individualism, short-term engagement, the desire for 
autonomy, the importance of personal benefits alongside altruistic 
motivations and loyalty to particular causes in favour of particular 
organizations (McLennan et al. 2016, 2033–2034). This dissertation focuses 
on the spontaneous mobilization of ordinary people and draws on the notion 
of crowd-enabled connective action (Bennet & Segerberg 2013) to highlight 
the role of personalized connectivity instead of established collectivity in the 
crisis-related media practices of ordinary people.  

Palen and Hughes (2018) distinguish between four activities for how 
ordinary people can respond to crises both on the ground and from a distance 
on digital platforms: 1) citizen reporting, 2) resilience building, 3) 
crowdsourcing and 4) digital volunteering. These activities offer a valuable 
overview of the participation of ordinary people in crises, which I wish to 
elaborate on further in this dissertation. The first activity, citizen reporting, 
refers to ordinary people as grassroots journalists (Gillmor 2006) and citizen 
witnesses (Allan 2013) who document on the ground, photograph, report, 
analyse and disseminate information on crises and consequently affect the 
public’s perception and interpretation of the events (Palen & Hughes 2018, 
499–500; see also Allan 2014; Andén-Papadopoulos & Pantti 2011; Mortensen 
2014). The second activity, resilience building, refers to the application of 
social media platforms and channels for creating community resilience in 
crises by providing people with communication tools that they can use to share 
and seek relevant information (Palen & Hughes 2018, 500–501). Studies have 
shown that community members and people who have a close relationship 
with the area in which a crisis takes place communicate differently than people 
who are more distant; for instance, people who are close to a crisis offer 
original tweets with information relevant to locals, while people who are 
remote are prone to re-tweeting more abstract and broader information 
(Starbird et al. 2010). The third activity, crowdsourcing, occurs when ordinary 
people jointly use digital media to find particular information to help them 
cope with a crisis by, for instance, compiling lists of those who are confirmed 
as safe and those who are not (Palen & Hughes 2018, 501). In the case of the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, collaborations were made between people at the 
scene of the disaster and remotely located people with good internet 
connections (Hakala & Seeck 2009). Also, crisis mapping is a crowdsourcing 
activity in which people create digital maps of disaster zones. It emphasizes 
the labour of distant volunteers while employing the material and knowledge 
of locals (e.g. Givoni 2016). Crisis mapping helps ensure that emergency 
managers have accurate maps of the crisis area and thus facilitates crisis 
response efforts (Givoni 2016; Palen & Hughes 2018). Finally, the activity of 
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digital volunteering refers to a wide variety of crisis relief efforts (e.g. Norris 
2017). In Palen and Hughes’ (2018, 502–503) work, it was associated with the 
ordinary people who perform crisis relief tasks at a distance through online 
applications and social media, as well as through technological communities 
that develop these software and applications. These diverse activities have led 
some researchers to suggest that ordinary people may assume some functions 
of traditional media in crises (Chernobrov 2018) and decentralize and 
distribute authority within the crisis response (UN-OCHA 2013, 16). 

In addition to these strategic and informational activities, which focus 
largely on effective crisis responses through information transmission, there 
is another level to the crisis-related activities of ordinary people associated 
with ritualization of crisis communication. Ritual communication takes place 
in crises through the circulation of emotions, symbols and images and is 
related to the construction of community (Sumiala 2013, 35). In the case of the 
2011 Japan earthquake and tsunami, for example, ordinary people grieved on 
social media with their communities (Hjorth & Kim 2011). Moreover, social 
media is used to offer emotional support and express solidarity. Albris (2018) 
documented how ordinary people gathered on Facebook during the 2013 
Dresden floods in Germany to show support and sympathy in addition to 
receiving and directing information between helpers and those in need of aid. 
These examples illustrate how crises can generate communities on digital 
platforms that are formed around shared feelings and experiences. The 
communities that arise in crises typically involve people who are directly 
affected by the crisis (Solnit 2009). The 2011 Queensland floods prompted 
urgent community self-organization on Twitter that was built on the shared 
aim and intention of coping in the face of a common enemy, the floods (Bruns 
2012, 49). However, people who may be far away from the actual crisis location 
can also be a part of a crisis community through public expressions of 
solidarity and support (Albris 2018). Through the symbolic dimension of 
communication, crisis communities can unite people in times of adversity 
(Kirschenbaum 2004; Matthews & Thorsen 2020; Solnit 2009). 

Building on these insights, this dissertation postulates three crisis-related 
media practices in order to develop a broader analytical framework for the 
participation of ordinary people in crises. The first crisis-related media 
practice is witnessing a crisis, which draws on the citizen reporting activity 
presented by Palen and Hughes (2018). The second practice is volunteering, 
which merges the aforementioned activities of crowdsourcing and digital 
volunteering (ibid.). The third practice is building crisis communities, which 
draws on the activity of resilience building (ibid.) but highlights also the 
symbolic and ritual dimensions of ordinary people’s crisis communication. It 
should be noted that these practices are not mutually exclusive; rather, they 
are intertwined and partly overlapping.  
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This chapter presents a framework for the following crisis-related media 
practices: 1) witnessing a crisis, 2) volunteering in a crisis and 3) building crisis 
communities. The focus on media practices allows us to ask, “What are people 
doing in relation to media in crises?” (cf. Couldry 2012, 35–37). Media 
practices are regular social actions related to human needs, preconditioned by 
media technologies and performed through media (Couldry 2012, 33–58). 
Hence, crisis-related media practices of ordinary people are defined as regular 
and moral actions oriented to others that involve the use of digital media to 
cope with the uncertainty caused by crises.  

 
Witnessing is a complex moral practice in which ordinary people participate 
in crises that are played out in the hybrid media environment. Today, it is more 
a rule than an exception that ordinary people create, capture and share visual 
evidence of crises practically in real time despite their physical location. In this 
setting, the participation of ordinary people is often conceptualised in relation 
to the role of eyewitnesses on the ground who produce and share testimonies 
and report unfolding events (Allan 2013; Mortensen 2015; cf. Palen & Hughes 
2018). This form of digital witnessing gains testimonial power from the 
combination of witnesses’ physical presence in situ (‘I was there’) and 
technology (digital images and videos).  

However, ordinary people have also been conceptualised as audiences who 
witness the crisis from afar. Ashuri and Pinchevski (2011) discussed 
‘implicated witnessing’ and ‘vicarious witnessing’, and the latter is particularly 
relevant here. Vicarious witnessing as indirect witnessing acknowledges the 
important connection between media and audiences. According to Ellis 
(2000), whose work on media witnessing is often considered the prototype of 
this kind of witnessing, the moving images that are broadcast on TV turn 
citizens into passive witnesses of remote conflicts and crises. However, with 
the change from the mass media era to the current hybrid media environment, 
the passive position of witnesses has been contested (Sumiala 2019). Today, 
vicarious witnessing is linked to the rise of digital platforms due to its 
provision of visual evidence of crises; thus, ordinary people are invited to 
actively witness the realities of distant others by clicking, commenting and 
sharing evidence related to certain crises via their computers at home (cf. 
Norris 2017). This view underlines the importance of audio-visual media 
representations, such as amateur images and YouTube videos, as these incite 
emotions and responsibility with ‘a pervasive sense of liveness and intimacy’ 
(Ellis 2000, 12). These representations interact with the audience and aim to 
create an experience of the crisis by making truth claims (Frosh 2011, 60–61).   
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Witnessing a crisis poses ethical implications for ordinary people. In the 
words of Peters (2001, 707), witnessing is rooted in questions of ‘truth and 
experience, presence and absence, death and pain, seeing and saying, and the 
trustworthiness of perception’. According to Ellis, the remarkable result of 
worldwide audiences witnessing the plight of distant others is that ‘[w]e 
cannot say that we do not know’ (2000, 1). Ordinary people as collective 
witnesses must assume responsibility; if they do not, they are morally culpable 
(Silverstone 2002, 774). This poses a moral dilemma: while the audience has 
knowledge of the pain of distant others, they are not provided with the means 
to relieve it (e.g. Ong 2011). However, technological developments offer 
ordinary people the opportunity to act as active agents in witnessing (Sumiala 
2019). In their account of witnessing in contemporary media-saturated 
conditions, Frosh and Pinchevski (2009, 296) suggested that social actors are 
invited to engage in ‘perpetual crisis-readiness’ through constant 
preparedness to witness in, by and through the media. From this perspective, 
witnessing may become a participatory act of ordinary people (cf. Mortensen 
2015; Sumiala 2019) who, by editing, remediating and circulating visual 
content, make their own truth claims of crises and take part in the suffering of 
distant others.   

 
Today, ordinary people are often invited to volunteer in crisis relief efforts at 
a distance in personalized ways. Digital media technologies offer multiple 
ways to participate in humanitarian tasks. In what is referred to as digital 
volunteering or digital humanitarianism, ordinary people can donate their 
time to participate in crisis efforts on digital platforms (Park & Johnston 2017; 
Starbird & Palen 2011). Digital volunteering is filled with optimistic visions, 
including the capacity to promote a cosmopolitan public by making suffering 
visible to others and inviting people to take moral responsibility for it 
(Madianou 2013, 250). Most noticeable forms of contemporary digital 
humanitarianism are based on swift collaborations through which the deluge 
of data is handled (e.g. Palen & Hughes 2018). Digital volunteers collect, share 
and verify information, translate aid requests and map geo-tagged 
information, thus offering a constantly updated source of information 
(Chernobrov 2018; Park & Johnston 2017). They employ different digital 
channels, from Twitter and Facebook to special crisis platforms and 
applications, and they facilitate the flow of information between affected 
communities and emergency officials (Palen & Hughes 2018). Another less 
studied form of digital humanitarianism is user-generated appeals, which are 
created by ordinary people as a response to a disaster. These appeals are 
generated spontaneously by ordinary people outside of the immediate crisis 
zone, and they emerge from the need to find meaningful ways to help victims. 
Unlike other forms of digital volunteerism, the aim of these appeals is not to 
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manage information in order to facilitate the disaster response (Chernobrov 
2018) but to raise awareness and funds for the humanitarian cause, a task that 
is traditionally associated with aid agencies. Similarly, as with professional 
campaigns, user-generated appeals are targeted at the uninvolved public and 
consider their viewers as potential donors. With these appeals, ordinary 
people participate in the production of humanitarian communication, which 
aims to build moral responsibility to help victims and mobilize action among 
viewers.  

Ordinary people’s appeals often illustrate what Chouliaraki (2010, 119; 
2013, 174) calls ‘post-humanitarian’ styles. These styles introduce new 
aesthetic and moral conventions, which Chouliaraki (2013, 69–72) calls the 
‘technologization of action’ and the ‘de-emotionalization of the cause’. The 
‘technologization of action’ means that the use of digital technologies has 
simplified engagement with humanitarian causes (ibid., 69–70). The result of 
the technologization and aestheticization of disaster relief appeals is the ‘de-
emotionalization’ of humanitarian representations (ibid., 71–72). Instead of 
relying on photorealistic imagery and grand emotions, such as guilt or 
sympathy, which were once considered the catalysts of moral action, post-
humanitarian appeals privilege textual games, low-intensity forms of agency 
and engagement in practices of playful consumerism (Chouliaraki 2010, 114). 
In post-humanitarian campaigns, the focus is not on the justification of action 
towards suffering but on the self-examination and self-empowerment of the 
generators of those appeals.  

The political implications of ordinary people volunteering in humanitarian 
crisis relief at a distance might thus be that instead of challenging the existing 
patterns of vulnerability related to victims, digital humanitarianism may be 
reinforcing them (Chouliaraki 2010). Notably, humanitarian content 
produced by ordinary people tends to reflect the political, social and economic 
contexts of these people and may reproduce existing power asymmetries 
(Madianou 2013). In this light, ordinary people’s appeals in digital 
humanitarianism seem to be a complex practice that is embedded in a wish to 
respond ethically to witnessed suffering; however, they may bear unexpected 
consequences.  

 
Ritual practices are important for ordinary people during and after crises 
because they create community and continuity in the midst of disruption. 
Today, these rituals are carried out on the digital platforms of the hybrid media 
environment (Sumiala 2013, 9). As discussed earlier, it is common for 
networks of ordinary people to emerge on digital platforms in response to a 
crisis, but they also vanish soon after. However, in some cases, this activity 
may become a repetitive and prescribed action that bears a strong resemblance 
to ritual practices. Rituals played out in the hybrid media environment can be 
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characterized as socially standardized, recurring and patterned forms of 
communicative action with symbolic meanings (Sumiala 2013, 9). Rituals also 
contain a functional dimension that can be highlighted by asking what the 
ritual accomplishes (Grimes 2011). Scholars have stated that rituals play an 
ambiguous role in crises and contain transformative power; for instance, they 
can shape crises by escalating or mediating them (Grimes 2011; Sumiala 2013).  

The ritual approach highlights the social functions of patterned, 
performative and symbolic forms of ordinary people’s participation in crises. 
One example of a recurring form of a crisis response is connective action 
networks, which have emerged repeatedly on social media in response to 
terror attacks in European cities. In these networks, ordinary people produce 
both rational and symbolic communications (cf. Kunelius & Nossek 2008) as 
they search, create and share information during times of crisis, express 
emotions such as gratitude and solidarity, and praise the work of other 
individuals. These networks function as sites of social interaction that help 
people come to terms with crises (Tandoc Jr & Takahashi 2016). Through the 
repeated participation of ordinary people, these networks can become 
prescribed and formalized communities.  

Ordinary people apply ritualized responses to crises in order to cope with 
disruptions and to connect with the wider society. Based on previous research, 
Bhandari et al. (2011) stated that ritualized responses to crises include 
building awareness of vulnerability and disaster risk, accessing local 
knowledge and skills, mobilizing existing resources and strengthening social 
networks and support. Moreover, rituals played out on digital platforms have 
the power to provide moral orientation and mobilize collective feelings 
(Sumiala 2013); hence, they can facilitate the transformation of passive 
bystanders into active participants (Morse 2018). Thus, ritualized practices of 
ordinary people during times of crisis have the power to affect how people 
respond to violent interruptions in their lives, shaping the outcome of a crisis 
and influencing how that crisis is socially experienced (Thornburg et al. 2007). 
According to Eric Rothenbuhler (2010), rituals serve as repair work in 
traumatic situations. From this perspective, the purpose of ritualized crisis 
responses of ordinary people may be to create crisis communities in which 
people are able to socially construct their experience (Matthews & Thorsen 
2020).  
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This chapter outlines the methodological approaches used to study the 
participation of ordinary people in contemporary crises. It then presents the 
data and methods of each sub-study and concludes by reflecting on the 
research ethics. 

 

Mediatization in a digital context has led researchers to develop new methods 
and techniques to capture and analyse digital data (Lohmeier 2014; Rogers 
2019), and the use of mixed methods approaches has become more common 
in various social scientific research fields linked to digital media (Murthy 2016; 
Snelson 2016). Mixed methods research refers classically to a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative research strategies. It reflects a transition from a 
traditional distinction between qualitative and quantitative strategies to 
considering these orientations in a continuum (Hewson & Laurent 2008, 59). 
Mixed methods research designs can emphasise either qualitative or 
quantitative research methods (Morgan 1998). The aim is to make these 
methods complement each other at different stages of the research process, 
from data gathering to data analysis and interpretation (Hesse-Bieber 2010, 
465). The strategic use of qualitative and quantitative methods in different 
phases of the research process is valuable for gaining a comprehensive 
understanding of a complex phenomenon. For example, Peruško (2017), in her 
investigation of mediatization as a multi-level social process, argued for a 
mixed methods approach empirically linking the various levels of media 
structures and individual agency. 

This dissertation, which focuses on mediatization from below, illustrates a 
research process that draws on digital media ethnography as a key 
methodology and guiding sensibility (Markham 2017) while arguing for the 
benefits of complementing ethnography with computational methods (e.g. 
Ford 2014). In a hybrid media environment, diverse platforms, materials and 
cases require and enable different kinds of data collection and analysis 
methods. This mixed methods approach helps to meet the demands created by 
the contemporary hybrid media environment – an environment that is live, 
mobile and ubiquitous – in which the participation of ordinary people in crises 
plays out. Simultaneously, this approach assists in situating the practices 
within the wider communicative structure. Hence, the mixed methods 
approach is beneficial in producing nuanced knowledge on the accelerated 
dynamics related to crises in contemporary mobile and transient digital 
platforms.  
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Digital media ethnography (Sumiala & Tikka 2020) is an emerging 
methodological approach that addresses the contemporary mobile conditions 
of social life (Caliandro 2018; Hine 2016). It is an interpretative approach that 
relies on a ‘human based set of decisions about what matters’ (Markham 2017). 
Digital media ethnography is rooted in the anthropological and sociological 
practice of considering a certain space as a ‘field’ (Lohmeier 2014, 84). It 
acknowledges that ‘mediated communications are a significant part of what 
people do’ (Hine 2015, 3) and thus views the digital ‘meta-fields’ (Airoldi 2018, 
662) that temporally form around certain topics as significant digital fieldwork 
sites where researchers can follow fluid digital traces and paths in and across 
sites and platforms. In addition, ethnography is a supple methodology to the 
extent that it can be considered a mix of methods (Hine 2015, 182). It 
effortlessly accommodates a range of techniques that help the researcher get 
close to and gain detailed understanding of the phenomena under study 
(Markham 2017). More recently, combinations of ethnographic and big data 
approaches have been on the rise (e.g. Laaksonen et al. 2017; Lohmeier 2014). 
Despite the seemingly incongruent epistemological frameworks, these 
methodological approaches are considered to be complementary and to share 
similarities in ways of building knowledge (Elish & boyd 2018; Ford 2014).  

In this dissertation, digital media ethnographic fieldwork is complemented 
by content analysis and close-reading. Moreover, as crises that emerge in the 
hybrid media environment are characterized by large accumulations of data, 
one methodologically oriented sub-study in this dissertation combines 
computational methods designed to tackle considerable amounts of data along 
with digital media ethnography. With a mixed methods approach, this 
dissertation aims to produce a nuanced understanding of the crises-related 
media practices of ordinary people. The applied methods will be discussed in 
detail in the following chapter.  

It should be noted that while this introductory chapter uses the term ‘digital 
media ethnography’, sub-studies I and IV use different terms – ‘virtual 
ethnography’ and ‘digital ethnography’ – when referring to this same 
ethnographic method. This is because ethnographic methods have raised 
increasing interest and debate in recent years among scholars who study the 
digital world, with the consequence that these methods have developed over 
time, and new conceptualisations, definitions and insights have emerged 
(Airoldi 2018; Caliandro 2018; Hine 2015; Kozinets 2015; Markham 2017; 
Sumiala & Tikka 2020). In this introductory part as well as in sub-study III, I 
use the term ‘digital media ethnography’ in order to connect with media and 
communication studies, and to give attention to contemporary issues of 
movement, flow and human-nonhuman relations, instead of following the 
classical anthropological tradition that focuses on the study of humans in 
specific locations.  
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This dissertation consists of four sub-studies that employ different 
combinations of methods. The research data was collected primarily on 
YouTube (sub-studies I and II) and Twitter (sub-studies III and IV). However, 
in two cases (sub-studies III and IV), data collection also involved secondary 
research materials from different digital news sites and platforms. Table 1 
presents a description of the methods and data employed in each sub-study. 
The first three sub-studies are empirical works, and the fourth focuses more 
on methodology.  

 

 
As discussed above, digital media ethnography has a prominent role in the 

mixed methods approach of this dissertation. The epistemological grounds of 
digital media ethnography point to the importance of data collection, as 
Blommaert and Dong (2010, 10) pointed out by stating, ‘[e]thnography 
attributes (and has to attribute) great importance to the history of what is 
commonly seen as “data”: the whole process of gathering and moulding 
knowledge is part of that knowledge; knowledge construction is knowledge, 
the process is the product’. Because of this dialectical research process, it is 
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difficult to discuss the methods and research data separately. Therefore, the 
data and method(s) of each sub-study will be presented concurrently.  

 
Sub-study I explored the crisis-related media practice of witnessing in the 
empirical context of YouTube by employing digital media ethnography. The 
fieldwork on YouTube was conducted by tracing the Freedom Flotilla news 
event that occurred between 1 and 17 June 2010. Before this occurred, 
however, a preparation phase was conducted to ensure the researchers’ 
familiarization with YouTube culture, both theoretically and empirically, as 
well as their familiarity with how to capture videos and their contexts. In the 
final days of May 2010, we waited for a mediatized crisis to occur. When the 
first news of the raid was broadcast, we were immediately ready to start the 
digital media ethnography. Therefore, we were also able to observe the 
unfolding crisis on/through YouTube in real time. After testing different 
combinations as search words, we chose the word pair ‘Israeli flotilla’, since it 
produced the most results pertaining to this specific crisis. 

The fieldwork consisted of navigating YouTube sites for several hours on a 
daily basis, conducting different searches on the YouTube search engine and 
recording them. This fieldwork integrally involved thick descriptions of our 
observations on the media practices of ordinary people, activists, mainstream 
media and Israeli defence forces in the form of field notes, as well as the 
documentation and recording of data, particularly in the form of YouTube 
videos. We also maintained a detailed daily watch for videos that were 
connected to the related news listed in the YouTube category of ‘News & 
Politics’ in order to observe the relationships between this news event and 
other breaking news. The default language in this ethnographic research was 
English, and the location was worldwide. When we began the ethnography on 
Tuesday, 1 June 2010, there were already several news pieces covering the 
topic on YouTube. A search of ‘Israeli flotilla’ produced 2,840 videos at that 
time. Information on the raid and the victims who had died during it aroused 
a strong reaction on the very day it occurred. The raid was internationally 
condemned, and thousands of people demonstrated against it all over the 
world. This produced a continuous flow of fresh news on the subject. The 
number of search results grew for more than a week until it reached its peak 
of 7,870 hits on 9 June 2010. Afterwards, there was a mild decline, and the 
material saturated the medium. Upon the conclusion of our fieldwork 
research, the number of hits remained at slightly over 6,000 videos.  
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Sub-study II scrutinized 12 user-generated appeal videos on YouTube related 
to the Japan earthquake and tsunami and East Africa famine in 2011 by 
employing qualitative close-reading. Close-reading is an interpretative 
exploration of a phenomenon that is based on detailed analyses on textual and 
visual levels. It aims to reveal the specific, often hidden, styles and meanings 
that give stylistic consistency to the analysed text (Ruiz De Castilla 2018, 136).  

The close-reading of user-generated appeal videos was conducted by first 
saving and storing the videos in FLV format as well as collecting the 
surrounding elements (e.g. comments, related videos and likes) in order to 
retain the richness of the context in which they originally appeared. The 
analysis focused first on the appeals generated for the Japan disaster, which 
were then compared and contrasted with the findings related to the appeals 
for the East Africa famine victims. The analysis focused on the audio-visual 
elements (images, text, speech, sound effects and music) as well as the textual 
elements (titles, subtitles, comments, descriptions of the videos and attached 
links). This study used a close-reading approach in which theory – related to 
ordinary people and crisis communications, transformations of humanitarian 
appeals and mediated suffering – served as a compass in the close-reading 
process (Ruiz De Castilla 2018, 138). This method included making 
observations about the emotional regimes and aesthetic styles that connected 
the viewers and the sufferers.  

 

 
Sub-study III examined the crisis responses of ordinary people to the 
Stockholm terror attacks on Twitter. This study consisted of two 
methodological phases. In the first phase, the unfolding case was traced on 
Twitter and digital news media sites by means of digital media ethnography in 
order to provide an outline of the event and to gain an in-depth interpretation 
of the patterns of repetitive communication. To mitigate the uncertainty 
caused by a research field in flux, the second phase focused on a qualitative 
content analysis of the data to assess the ritual functions of this 
communication. 

As discussed above, digital media ethnography is a flexible and adaptive 
methodological approach that allows for connections to be made through 
various digital environments. Furthermore, it ‘builds itself afresh in each 
location, based on ethnographers’ emerging understanding of the situation’ 
(Hine 2015, 5). The fieldwork practices in the case of the Stockholm terror 
attack consisted of tracing how different actors responded to, reported and 
made sense of the disruption on Twitter. Special attention was paid to the 
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kinds of digital communication practices and connections that ordinary people 
carried out on Twitter, as well as how online news sites, such as Dagens 
Nyheter, Expressen and The Local, reported the situation. The fieldwork 
included taking notes on, collecting and saving these digital materials. 
Through this method, prescribed, recurring and formalized patterns of 
communication were detected.   

In the second phase, a content analysis was conducted on a Twitter feed 
that had formed around the hashtag #openstockholm. The material, which 
covered the period between 7 and 21 April 2017, was collected manually and 
saved in PDF format. Qualitative content analysis is a method of systematic 
text analysis where communication is analysed ‘step by step, following rules of 
procedure, devising the material into content analytical units’ (Mayring 2000, 
2). The aim of the analysis was to explore the crisis response patterns of 
ordinary people in detail during the acute phase of the crisis. To cover this time 
period, the (chronologically) first 2,000 messages with the #openstockholm 
feed were analysed manually. The purpose of content analysis is to ‘develop 
the aspects of interpretation, the categories, as near as possible to the material, 
to formulate them in terms of the material’ (Mayring 2000, 2). The categories 
were developed inductively. The analysis focused on the main ideas (i.e., 
themes of the tweets, taking into consideration the crisis context). Hence, the 
category creation process was sensitized to the theoretical literature yet 
remained open to embracing all potential forms of responses. The process 
started with reading through the material and making notes to identify themes 
that emerged from the data. After this reflective process, each tweet was given 
an ID in the data set, and a coding scheme with 18 themes was created. After 
the content analysis, the themes were brought into an interpretative 
discussion, along with the theoretical literature related to rituals and 
connective action. 

 
Sub-study IV investigated the methodological challenges of studying crises in 
a hybrid media environment – in particular, Twitter. It focused on the 2015 
Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris and the symbolic communication produced 
most prominently by ordinary people. This sub-study combined digital media 
ethnography and computational methods. These methods were applied to 
meet the needs of different phases of the research process, from data collection 
and analysis to interpretation.  

Digital media ethnography was used in the first phase of the crisis, which 
included the chaotic information flow across the hybrid media environment as 
ordinary people together with other actors participated in the construction of 
the crisis by posting, sharing and circulating a substantial number of images, 
messages, videos and hashtags. This phase demanded digital media 
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ethnography in order to follow and trace the occurrences across the hybrid 
media environment and to create an outline of the crisis. Digital media 
ethnography enables researchers to take a multifaceted view, travel between 
different sites, platforms and channels, and explore how actions and messages 
are made meaningful in varied contexts (Hine 2015). In this sub-study, this 
phase involved following digital news media and gathering materials from 
YouTube, Twitter and Facebook, as well as news sites such as the BBC, New 
York Times and Le Monde. Through this digital fieldwork, certain prominent 
messages, hashtags, images, memes and videos were identified. The aim of the 
first phase was to provide insight into what was relevant and peculiar in the 
course of the events. For instance, the user-created hashtag #JeSuisCharlie 
emerged as an important symbol of the attack in the communication of 
ordinary people; thus, it was selected for further investigation.  

Next, computational methods, namely automated content analysis and 
social network analytics, were applied to map the digital field of the crisis. 
However, this phase required another layer of data. In the case of this sub-
study, a set of big crisis data from Twitter was acquired through a third-party 
company by using several search terms (both hashtags and words). The data 
set included a total of 5.2 million tweets. From this data set, tweets related to 
#JeSuisCharlie were selected, as they presented a major solidary response to 
the attack of free speech. The number of these tweets totalled 2.3 million. The 
purpose of the computational approach was to support digital media 
ethnographic investigations. Automated content analysis (ACA) (Boumans & 
Trilling 2016) and social network analytics (SNA) (Huhtamäki et al. 2015) 
enabled the exploration of the contents and structure of the data and hence 
assisted in constructing an overview of what was circulating and where this 
circulation took place. ACA allowed us to recognize the key topics that were 
discussed by simply counting the number of times certain keywords, hashtags, 
usernames, etc. appeared in the data. SNA, for one, enabled the study of the 
structure that was constructed in the interactions between actors. Here, actors 
were represented as nodes of a network connected to each other through 
interactions. This method assisted in exploring the structure of the network as 
well as the structural positions of actors and how they existed in relation to 
each other. In the end, computational methods helped to construct and 
explore the big picture of the crisis.  

Finally, the computationally constructed ‘big picture’ was used as a map 
that helped orientate the digital ethnographic fieldwork towards an interesting 
incident within a larger case. Through these overlapping processes, a nuanced 
and in-depth understanding of the crisis communication of ordinary people 
(layers of representation, connections, symbols and communicative practices) 
was developed that offered grounds for more theoretical interpretations.   
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Studying the participation of ordinary people in crisis in the context of a hybrid 
media environment presents a multitude of ethical challenges. The ever-
changing digital environment and increasing complexity related to, for 
instance, enhanced possibilities of users, mobile technologies and aggregation 
of data constantly introduce new ethical questions (Ess 2017). Moreover, 
crises themselves present an ethically sensitive research setting in which 
people participating on digital platforms may be at their most vulnerable. 
Hence, ethical issues emerge in relation to questions of privacy and consent 
(Crawford & Finn 2015). In the core of research ethics is the researcher’s 
responsibility to do no harm to the research subject (Kozinets 2015; Markham 
& Buchanan 2012). Another ethical dimension is the researcher’s right to 
conduct research and produce knowledge in the rapidly changing social world 
(Kozinets 2015; Markham & Buchanan 2012).  

This dissertation adheres to research ethics by following the ethical 
guidelines of internet research as laid out by Markham and Buchanan in their 
report titled Ethical decision-making and internet research (Markham & 
Buchanan 2012; see also Kozinets 2015), which are complemented by careful 
contextual considerations related to public and private information. The 
YouTube videos in sub-studies I and II were treated as public information 
(Kozinets 2015, 135–140); they were produced, shared and targeted for the 
public and are thus cited in the articles. The Twitter messages empirically 
explored in detail in sub-study III were considered private information; they 
were produced in the acute phase of the crisis and contained personal 
information. Thus, they were considered sensitive data and were anonymized. 
Moreover, to protect the privacy of the message senders, sub-study III 
implemented the ethical practice of fabrication, that ‘represents the activity of 
combining, molding, and/or arranging elements into a whole for particular 
purpose’ (Markham 2012, 338). Accordingly, all quotes from the tweets 
presented in the sub-study were translated from Swedish to English in an 
effort to make the messages and Twitter accounts untraceable through search 
engines. 
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This dissertation is a compilation of four sub-studies. In this chapter, I briefly 
present the main findings and discuss how each sub-study sheds light on the 
research questions. 
 

  
Study I examined the media witnessing of ordinary people on YouTube. The 
initial premise, which followed that of Lundby (2009), was that crises are 
shaped by a range of different actors and practices that influence their course, 
outcome and experience. The results highlighted the role of ordinary people in 
the inter-dynamics between mediatization and media witnessing in crises. The 
empirical case used in this study was the Gaza flotilla raid in 2010, which was 
captured live and broadcasted on YouTube by different actors.  

First, the results showed how media infiltrates a crisis through media 
witnessing. Both parties, the activists and the Israel Defence Forces, were 
prepared in advance to witness the crisis; on the flotilla, some of the activists 
were journalists with camcorder equipment, while the soldiers had cameras 
attached to their helmets. In addition to their readiness to capture the events, 
both groups were set to broadcast the visual testimonies to the wider audience 
via digital media. The visual material of the crisis was not filmed by accident; 
instead, cameras were used as visual weaponry (cf. Sontag 2003). Media as a 
technology (video cameras) and actors (journalists) were already present at 
the scene prior to the crisis occurring. This highlights the political importance 
of producing mediated testimonies during conflict. In this sense, the case 
illustrates the institutional, top-down mediatization of crisis that is 
characteristic of political conflicts involving military institutions (cf. 
Mortensen 2014). Furthermore, the crisis-readiness of these actors and their 
need to invite global audiences to witness the crisis through media raises 
questions as to what extent the conflict was anticipated and acted out for the 
media. We can ponder whether this crisis was mediatized from its origin.  

Second, the results highlight that digital media technology changes the 
categories of witnessing by enabling ordinary people to be a heterogeneous 
audience that actively engages with the crisis at a distance. Instead of being 
incorporated into the news representations of institutional media as 
eyewitnesses, ordinary people assumed other media witnessing roles. In line 
with the notion of Frosh and Pinchevski (2009), the logic of media witnessing 
invites people to both receive witnesses and produce and share testimonies 
themselves. The analysis showed that, first, ordinary people witnessed the 
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crisis on YouTube in the role of an audience as the ultimate addressees of the 
crisis. By viewing, clicking on and navigating the videos, the audience 
participated in the creation of hierarchies inside YouTube and gave the crisis 
visibility. Second, and most importantly, heterogeneous groups of ordinary 
people also played a role in creating witnessing representations of the conflict 
and thus participated in creating the crisis. Unlike in many contemporary 
crises, in this case, ordinary people were not able to capture eyewitness images 
by themselves, as this crisis took place in international waters. Instead, 
ordinary people made use of the already circulating visual flotilla material 
filmed on the scene by the Israel Defence Forces and activists. Ordinary people 
used this material for their own purposes by editing and remediating it, and 
they produced visual testimonies to reveal the ‘truth’ about the sequence of 
events.  

Third, the media witnessing of ordinary people reshapes the temporalities 
of crises from an event frame into an ongoing condition. In addition to making 
reinterpretations of the acute conflict between activists and soldiers, ordinary 
people participated in the construction of the crisis by making videos that 
contextualized the flotilla raid in the wider historical conflict of Palestine and 
Israel. For many people, the flotilla crisis was part of the long continuum of 
conflicts in the Middle East. When loss, suffering and conflict become facts of 
social life, a very distinctive way of participating in media witnessing occurs 
(cf. Vigh 2008). These user-generated representations created a variety of 
conflicting witness positions that viewers could accept or reject based on the 
given evidence. Instead of focusing only on the acute crisis event on the flotilla 
as a ‘moment of rupture’, these user-generated videos depicted the flotilla 
crisis as an ongoing condition sustained by media witnessing (cf. Frosh & 
Pinchevski 2009; Vigh 2008).  

Fourth, the crisis-related practice of media witnessing shapes the role of 
ordinary people as ‘grassroot journalists’ (Gillmor 2006). By looking at the 
witnessing representations of the ordinary people who placed the flotilla crisis 
in a wider context, it may be claimed that the participation of non-
professionals in media witnessing resisted and expanded the normative 
interpretations of professional crisis reporting which framed this crisis as a 
sudden event.  

 

  
Study II explored the appeal videos produced by ordinary people on YouTube. 
The aim of these videos was to elicit compassion and raise funds for the victims 
of the Japan earthquake and tsunami of 2011 and East Africa’s 2011 draught 
and famine. The results show that due to the mediatization and 
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technologization of responses to suffering, there are new avenues for the 
expression and representation of emotion. This changes the hierarchies 
between actors in the practice of humanitarian appealing. In this case study, 
aid agencies were displaced by ordinary people as appealing actors. 
Institutionalized media was superseded by YouTube as the bridge that 
connected donors and relief workers. Thus, ordinary people are increasingly 
appearing as independent agents of humanitarian communication who can act 
outside the roles given by institutionalized media and humanitarian 
organizations and beyond national boundaries. This can strengthen the agency 
of ordinary people in crisis. 

Second, this study illustrates that in engaging with the practice of 
appealing, ordinary people are simultaneously absorbed with the aesthetic and 
emotional styles of traditional humanitarian appeals. The user-generated 
appeal videos drew on different textual strategies and emotional registers 
related to early ‘shock effect’ imagery, low-intensity regimes and reflexivity of 
contemporary ‘post-humanitarianism’ (cf. Chouliaraki 2010; 2013). 
Regardless of the fact that emotion for the sufferer (such as sympathy) is not 
always what motivates people to give aid (Chouliaraki 2010, 119), all the video 
appeals used asked viewers to be responsible and act on suffering.    

Third, the results show that user-generated appeals present political and 
moral agency. While all the user-generated videos reviewed in this study asked 
viewers to make monetary donations to different official humanitarian 
agencies, they also aimed to mobilize their viewers in terms of ‘speaking’ on 
behalf of the victims. According to Boltanski (1999), it is the act of speaking 
with the intention of alleviating suffering that enables the audience to break 
from the passive role of a spectator and gain moral agency in times of crisis. 
Moreover, in these appeal videos, ordinary people addressed their viewers as 
moral agents and encouraged them to follow their example, aiming to mobilize 
a wider humanitarian response. 

Fourth, and finally, while the practice of appealing in this case study 
seemed to amplify the role of ordinary people in terms of their independence 
from institutionalized actors and their relationship to moral agency, the 
practice remained connected to institutionalized humanitarianism on the 
levels of aesthetic and emotional styles of appealing. Moreover, relief agencies 
are still relied on as the ultimate aides through which operations are funded. 
Hence, the practice of appealing by ordinary people does not challenge the 
power and legitimacy of traditional relief agencies but rather enables ordinary 
people to operate as intermediary actors between professional humanitarians 
and the public.  
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Study III scrutinized the crisis responses of ordinary people in the case of the 
2017 Stockholm terror attack under the hashtag #openstockholm on Twitter. 
The starting point of the study was to analyse the crisis communications of 
digitally connected ordinary people through the prism of a ritualized approach 
(cf. Sumiala 2013). The results showed that ritualized crisis responses 
highlight the role of ordinary people in the field of public safety and serve as 
symbolic repair work in traumatic events. 

First, the study illustrates that the crisis response practices of ordinary 
people related to open door initiatives on Twitter have converted into 
ritualized connective actions through their recurring appearance in terror 
attacks in Europe. The analysis showed that these crisis responses have 
become socially standardized, repetitive and patterned performances that 
appear and come together without leading organizational actors as a response 
to violent and deadly attacks. This ritualized, connective action supports the 
spontaneous self-organization of ordinary people.  

Second, the results showed that through ritualized, connective actions, 
ordinary people organized chaos and constructed crisis communities. The 
analysis indicated that the social function of this mediatized practice was two-
fold, reflecting a scholarly notion regarding the rational and symbolic 
dimensions of traditional media during crises (cf. Kunelius & Nossek 2008). 
The majority of the messages aimed to rationalize the crisis event, whereas 
symbolic responses were in the minority. Ordinary people participated 
intensively in the production and dissemination of protective, informative and 
instructive communication, which organized the rumour-filled chaos into a 
chronological and manageable event. Symbolic expressions, for one, 
reinforced the shared experience of the community as a resilient and capable 
actor. Both rational and symbolic responses can be considered ritualized 
coping practices that help people cope physically and mentally with the 
disruption caused by a terror attack. 

Third, the practice of community building in crisis has implications for the 
roles of ordinary people. In this case, it enabled the transformation of the 
public from spectating to actively participating. Through this practice, 
ordinary people were able to coordinate and mobilize a community of aid and 
actually provide help for the victims in crisis. Hence, through the 
transformative power of rituals of connective action, ordinary people were able 
to reconfigure their roles towards the traditional field of authorities in crisis 
management.  

Fourth, the ritualized connective action of ordinary people shapes the way 
in which people interpret and experience a crisis. Ritualized communication 
marks a crisis as a symbolically significant event and serves as repair work that 
aims to restore the predictability of everyday life (cf. Rothenbuhler 2010). 
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Hence, in this study, this practice of ordinary people contributed, if only 
ephemerally, to the social cohesion of their community. 

 
 

 
Sub-study IV investigated how to study crises in a hybrid media environment 
by combining digital media ethnographic and computational approaches. The 
case that was discussed was the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris. As a 
result, this sub-study argued for a new methodological three-phased model 
consisting of a dialogue between computational methods, which are designed 
to address large amounts of data, and ethnographic methods, which enable a 
more in-depth understanding. The first phase involves digital media 
ethnography, which sketches the initial outline of the event. In the second 
phase, automated content analysis and social network analytics are employed 
to construct a map of the digital field for the crisis research. This analytical 
phase can also be called the ‘helicopter-stage’ as it seeks to create a new 
viewpoint in relation to the first phase. Metaphorically speaking, the aim is to 
rise above the paths and traces that are followed in the (digital) woods and 
gain a birds-eye view to map the (digital) landscape of the empirical data. The 
third phase comprises digital media ethnography, which delivers an in-depth 
interpretation of the chosen interesting feature of the crisis. In this phase, the 
researcher returns to trace and make sense of the contents, hidden and less 
visible representations, symbols and related media practices of ordinary 
people that contribute to producing and maintaining diverse types of social 
experiences, belongings and exclusions embedded within the crisis.  

The results show that the key for this model is the close interplay between 
ethnographic and computational approaches. However, it should be noted that 
in this model, the purpose of computational analytics is to enable and support 
the ethnographically oriented study of the bottom-up produced social 
dynamics of crises. Hence, instead of being a direct and linear process, this 
method model entails iteration and reflection between phases (cf. Huhtamäki 
et al. 2015) in order to incorporate qualitative interpretation into 
computational analyses. Moreover, the results indicate that this model offers 
the possibility of bridging the gap between the situational and global scales of 
crisis that are produced in the media practices of ordinary people together with 
other actors of the hybrid media environment.  
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The findings illustrate that the crisis-related media practices of ordinary 
people pertaining to witnessing a crisis at a distance, volunteering in a crisis 
and building crisis communities enables them to take an active role in crises. 
Sub-study I shows that through the practice of actively witnessing a crisis at a 
distance, ordinary people can challenge the truth claims of news media and 
political or military elites and create their own testimonies and narratives of 
the crisis. Sub-study II demonstrates that through the practice of volunteering, 
ordinary people may operate as more independent agents of humanitarian 
communication and bypass the traditional news media that previously had a 
crucial role in connecting victims and aid agencies. Finally, sub-study III states 
that, through the practice of building crisis communities, ordinary people can 
construct community resilience and step into the field of public safety. 

The active role that ordinary people assume in crises via digital media 
creates new possibilities for political and moral agency. The findings show that 
crisis-related media practices of ordinary people offer them ethical ways to 
respond to and act on suffering. Ordinary people can, by themselves, speak for 
the victims by creating testimonies (sub-study I), combine speaking, paying 
and mobilisation of viewers in their appeals (sub-study II) and mobilise a 
community that gives both emotional support and tangible help for the victims 
(sub-study III).  

In addition, the sub-studies illustrate that the media-related practices of 
ordinary people shape the outcomes of crises in ambiguous ways. On the one 
hand, the results of sub-study I demonstrate that ordinary people can sustain 
and nourish the conflict by producing opposing narratives of the sequence of 
the events as well as the wider context of the crisis. On the other hand, the 
results of sub-study III illustrate that ordinary people can also contribute in 
providing stability and organization in chaos through ritualised crisis 
responses.   

Finally, the findings make evident that the massive surge of user-generated 
information in crises requires an adaptive mixed methods approach. Sub-
study IV demonstrates that a combination of methods, where digital media 
ethnography is supported with computational analytics, is a valuable way to 
collect and analyse material produced by ordinary people in a situation of 
accelerated information flow. This mixed methods approach enables the 
researcher to reach both particular and the global scales of crises. The key 
findings related to empirically oriented sub-studies are summarized in Table 
2 below and their implications are discussed in the next chapter. 
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Table 2. Summary of the findings from empirical sub-studies 
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This chapter examines the findings of the sub-studies in relation to the 
dissertation’s key theoretical framework. First, it discusses the active agency 
of ordinary people in crises and its implications. Then, methodological 
considerations are made. Finally, this chapter discusses the limitations of this 
work and considers further research avenues. 
 

This dissertation engaged with a mediatization-from-below approach 
(Andersson 2017) and investigated how mediatization shapes the agency of 
ordinary people in crises. Based on an analysis of crisis-related media 
practices, this dissertation argues that mediatization from below contributes 
to the making and shaping of contemporary crises and transforms the agency 
of ordinary people towards an increased capacity to make judgements and to 
act in crises. Through crisis-related media practices, ordinary people can 
perform as active agents in times of crisis. The agency of ordinary people 
emerges in media use when vernacular creativity (Burgess 2006; Burgess & 
Green 2018) is conflated with situational altruism elicited by a crisis (Dynes 
1994). The question of agency in a crisis is important, as the capacity for action 
and connection to others creates conditions for survival. Contrarily, 
powerlessness and solitude create conditions for vulnerability. Studies in 
disaster sociology have long pointed out the analytical actions of and 
collaborations among ordinary people in crisis situations (Dynes 1994; 
Helsloot & Ruitenberg 2004; Perry & Lindell 2003; Quarantelli 1999). 
Nonetheless, ordinary people have been cast in other roles by institutional 
actors (Tierney et al. 2006; Solnit 2009). These roles are commonly associated 
with passivity and entail the idea of the incapability to act due, for instance, to 
the distance of spectators, the horror of bystanders and the helplessness of 
victims (Fischer 1998). In the rhetoric of therapy, victimhood is closely linked 
with the loss of agency induced by psychological trauma (Ataria 2013). 
However, experiencing or witnessing a crisis is not identical to going through 
trauma (Backholm 2012; Reyes 2008). In media-saturated conditions where 
digital platforms enable ordinary people to take part in the construction of 
crises with flexible temporal and spatial constellations, it is necessary to break 
with the notion of passivity as a predetermined condition of ordinary people.  

Some optimistic accounts suggest that digital technologies have 
revolutionized crisis responses by putting formerly distant publics and 
affected communities at the centre of the action (IFRC 2013; United Nations 
Foundation 2011), thus even marginalizing traditional actors (Meier 2013). 
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Yet, findings from analyses of crisis-related media practices suggest more 
subtle changes. This dissertation argues that the agency of ordinary people 
changes the hierarchies associated with roles in crises in the hybrid media 
environment by creating new complex relations and interdependencies 
between the actors. The power to construct, interpret and manage crises in 
public is no longer exclusively in the hands of established actors, such as 
institutionalized media, humanitarian agencies and political or military elites 
and authorities, as ordinary people have shifted towards these fields as active 
agents. Consequently, ordinary people can self-organize spontaneously in 
times of crisis and distribute responsibility within the crisis response. For 
instance, they can briefly assume the tasks of journalists, emergency 
management and humanitarians (table 2). As a response to this, some 
established actors have adjusted their professional practices to the growing 
presence and activity of ordinary people; for instance, journalists and 
emergency management authorities have increasingly begun collaborating 
with digital volunteers in crises (Chernobrov 2018; McLennan et al. 2016; UN-
OCHA 2013). This collaboration can be observed in the case of the Stockholm 
terror attack, in which local authorities began employing the user-created 
hashtag #openstockholm to reach citizens and send them updated 
information, such as information about public premises that had been 
converted to shelters. However, while ordinary people can now act more 
independently during a crisis, they are still connected with other actors of the 
hybrid media environment. This is evident when looking at user-generated 
humanitarian appeals; although ordinary people may operate to some extent 
as autonomous humanitarian communicators, they still aim to raise funds for 
humanitarian aid agencies and hence support their brands and occupations. 
Instead of marginalizing established humanitarian relief organizations (cf. 
Meier 2013), ordinary people amplify the role of such agencies by giving them 
visibility and relying on them as the ultimate distributors of aid. As a result, 
this dissertation argues that while ordinary people can perform as active 
agents in contemporary crises, such individuals are nonetheless associated 
with the established actors.  

In a hybrid media environment, non-human agency also plays a part in this 
dynamic (cf. Sumiala et al. 2018). Instead of being neutral parties, digital 
platforms contribute to shaping crises. In this dissertation, the performances 
of ordinary people were assessed in the contexts of two particular platforms, 
YouTube and Twitter. The results from the analyses illustrate that the media 
practices of ordinary people can be seen to amplify the roles of YouTube and 
Twitter as meaningful sites of crises. This is in line with Turner’s point that no 
‘amount of public participation in […] web-sites will alter the fact that, overall, 
the media industries still remain in control of the symbolic economy’ (2010, 
16). The more ordinary people participate in the construction of crises on these 
platforms, the more YouTube and Twitter themselves – as non-human actors 
– shape the representation of crises by promoting certain tweets and videos 
based on social media accounts’ number of followers, likes and other techno-
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social forms of endorsement (cf. Crawford & Finn 2015). In this way, the 
emphasis on social media in crisis response may normalise and increase the 
role of private companies in disaster relief (Burns 2019). The notion of 
mediatization addresses the enfolding of social life in the processes’ data-
based infrastructures (Couldry & Hepp 2017). Concurrently, it can be stated 
that through the media practices of ordinary people, data-driven 
infrastructures increasingly infiltrate crises and thus intensify such crises’ 
mediatization.  

Digital platforms encourage ordinary people to become socialized in the 
construction of crises. Contemporary media saturation, combined with the 
anticipation of risks and threats (Beck 1992), invites ordinary people to engage 
in constant ‘crisis-readiness’ (Frosh & Pinchevski 2009, 296). In this 
condition, ordinary people can contribute to the construction of crises both as 
sudden events as well as ongoing conditions. As discussed earlier, crises 
usually generate immediate responses from ordinary people who turn to 
digital media platforms to find and share information as well as express 
emotions and circulate symbols. When intertwined with the ‘disaster mode’ of 
professional media (Liebes 1998, 76), these grassroots responses can play a 
part in transforming a crisis into a media event, as illustrated in the case of the 
Charlie Hebdo terror attacks (Sumiala et al. 2018). However, the practice of 
witnessing studied in the case of the flotilla conflict illustrates how ordinary 
people can also contribute to a view of crisis as a long-lasting condition by 
giving the crisis visibility and attention outside the event-focused framework 
of professional news media. Nevertheless, as stated earlier, the consequences 
of mediatization are undetermined (cf. Hjarvard et al. 2015); thus, the social 
implications of the participation of ordinary people in crises are ambiguous. 
The results from the analyses show that the crisis-related practices of ordinary 
people can produce social cohesion in the midst of a disruption, as illustrated 
in the case of the Stockholm terror attacks. However, such practices can also 
reproduce the cause of a crisis in the case of a prolonged conflict by bringing 
up opposing narratives. These ambiguities highlight the importance of 
studying mediatization from below in empirical contexts.  

Mediatization of crises from below also generates ethical questions 
concerning the practices of ordinary people (cf. Lundby 2009). Accordingly, 
the analysis of crisis-related media practices draws attention to political and 
moral dimensions related to the agency of ordinary people. According to some 
scholars, social media can serve as a moral space by providing opportunities 
for engagement as digital platforms, in contrast to more traditional forms of 
mass media, enable more possibilities for action. Therefore, social media is 
commonly considered to offer a chance to circumvent the moral dilemma of 
seeing and understanding the pain of others without having the means of 
relieving it (cf. Ong 2011). Accordingly, this dissertation states that the crisis-
related media practices of ordinary people offer political and moral ways to 
respond to suffering caused by crises (table 2). However, the depth of 
engagement varies within these media practices. Madianou (2013) provides a 
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model of moral engagement that consists of three intertwined dimensions: 
awareness, speech and action. Awareness refers to the preconditions of moral 
and political engagement, as ‘action without understanding is hollow’ 
(Madianou 2013, 253). Public speech, following Boltanski (1999), is 
understood as a qualified form of engagement when it aims to relieve 
suffering. Finally, action, according to Arendt (1998), is the most notable form 
of moral and political engagement. When weighing this model against the 
findings from the analysis of crisis-related media practices, three levels of 
moral and political commitment emerge. First, media practices related to 
witnessing a crisis, as studied in the case of the flotilla conflict, represent the 
lowest level of engagement. While videos related to this practice demonstrate 
moral engagement in terms of understanding and public speech, witnessing 
videos do not carry ‘a direct call to solidarity’ (Chouliaraki 2010, 138). They 
depict the realities of distant others but leave it to the viewers to judge what 
they are seeing. Media practices related to volunteering and the production of 
user-generated humanitarian appeals are another kind of engagement. The 
makers of these appeal videos combine fundraising with speaking for the 
victims, and they encourage their viewers to do the same, thus convincing 
them to move beyond being only donors or empathizers to being morally 
engaged participants. This mobilization of action can be considered to deepen 
the moral engagement related to this practice. The third media practice, 
building a crisis community, as studied in the context of the Stockholm terror 
attack, represents a ‘superior’ form of moral engagement, as it combines 
awareness, public communication and action by enabling ordinary people to 
create a community that shares crisis-related information and invites those in 
need into their homes. This practice also meets optimistic expectations related 
to digital crisis communication by empowering ordinary people and the 
affected community as crisis responders (cf. United Nations Foundation 2011).  

Based on its analysis of crisis-related media practices, this work argues that 
such practices reflect and represent pre-existing cultural and physical social 
conditions. Scholars have suggested that digital platforms help to enable 
cosmopolitanism as an imperative to act on the suffering of distant others in 
the name of common humanity (cf. Silverstone 2007). The potential of digital 
platforms to make marginalized voices heard has also been addressed (Murthy 
2013). Nevertheless, findings from the analysis of crisis-related media 
practices indicate that the crisis communication of ordinary people is tied to 
the wider social divisions of power and patterns of global inequality (cf. 
Madianou 2015). In Turner’s (2010) account, ordinary people’s increased 
participation in media production does not contribute to democratization or 
the end of a digital divide. Other studies have made similar observations, as 
researchers have noted that social media users who are physically close to the 
crisis location tend to create and share relevant information for the victims, 
whereas those who participate in the crisis from a distance are likely to relate 
more vaguely with the suffering by producing generic expressions of solidarity 
(cf. Starbird et al. 2010; Sumiala et al. 2018; Thomson & Ito 2012). This means 
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that physically and culturally distant sufferers are given much less attention. 
This is evident in the case of the appeal videos that were made for East Africa 
famine victims; the few videos that could be found on the topic were low in 
terms of their number of viewers and comments, and their representational 
strategies were narrow compared to the appeals made for the victims of, for 
instance, the Japan earthquake and tsunami. In other words, deprived famine 
victims remain marginalized in the world of digital sharing. This notion 
reflects the insight of Madianou (2015) that social inequalities tend to be 
amplified in digital communication. Thus, while digital media may serve as a 
moral space that enables ordinary people to participate in crises from a 
distance, it can be argued that the spatial dimension of media practices favours 
cultural and physical proximity. As a result, this dissertation suggests that 
cultural closeness between victims and social media users (i.e. ordinary 
people) is more likely to generate moral responsibility and actions that seek to 
help the victims.  

 

 
Finally, this dissertation examined how qualitative and computational 
methods can be employed and combined for the study of crises in the context 
of the hybrid media environment. This work argues that the complex and 
ephemeral social dynamics of crises created by mediatization from below can 
be grasped with a three-phased, mixed methods model where digital media 
ethnography is supported by computational analytics. In the hybrid media 
environment, images, videos, information and symbols spread immediately 
across digital platforms and are constantly moving when a crisis is taking 
place. Much of this content is produced by ordinary people who are socialized 
to participate in the construction of contemporary crises. In this condition, old 
hierarchies between actors are dissolved and reconfigured as crises appear as 
multi-sited, multi-actor and multi-temporal social phenomena. For instance, 
in the case of the Charlie Hebdo terror attack, people from different parts of 
the world responded to the attack on social media, thus creating a global scale 
for the event. This produces a research field that is well beyond human 
perception. As crises become increasingly complex and fluid, we need 
interpretative methods such as ethnography to understand what is going on in 
the crises and how diverse individuals and groups respond to and make sense 
of them because, as stated above, the ways that crises are socially constructed 
have important implications for victims and society as a whole (cf. Cottle 
2009). However, as Hine (2015, 5), states, ‘it can be challenging to develop 
ways of conducting ethnographic studies which both embrace all that 
mediated communication offers and still provide us with robust, reliable 
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insights into something particular’. Therefore, new methodological 
approaches need to be developed to better grasp the social dynamics of crises.  

The model proposed in this work combines digital media ethnography with 
computational analytics, namely automated content analytics and social 
network analytics. These different methods have different strengths and 
shortcomings. Ethnographic methods bear a distinct readiness to face the 
complexities and disruptions that crises bear in the context of the hybrid 
media environment by acknowledging that ‘chaos is the state of things’ 
(Blommaert & Dong 2010, 86). Thus, digital media ethnography is valuable in 
seizing crises at an early stage, for understanding what occurs in a particular 
situation, and for starting the dialectical data collection and knowledge 
construction processes (cf. Blommaert & Dong 2010). However, this method 
does not provide the tools for the large-scale social media data analyses that 
are needed to grasp the globalized scale of communication in times of crisis. 
Fortunately, computational methods are well-equipped to face these 
challenges. Yet, the commonly addressed limitation of these methods is that 
studies relying solely, for instance, on computational mapping of the dynamics 
of large networks tell us little about the meaning of networks and platforms in 
the everyday life of people (Lohmeier 2014, 80). This dissertation argues for a 
mixed methods model in which computational analytics are operationalized in 
a manner that assists ethnographic endeavours and remains in line with 
constructionist epistemology. The key feature of the model is an intense 
interaction between the different approaches and their careful adaptation in 
different phases of research (cf. Hesse-Bieber 2010). The strength of this 
combination is in its ability to address the particularities and ‘corners of social 
media spaces’ as well as the big picture and ‘highest-level correlations’ of 
contemporary crises (Palen & Anderson 2016, 244). This combination offers a 
unique method to bridge the gap between a situational, in-depth 
understanding of the crisis-related media practices of ordinary people 
accomplished by digital media ethnography and their interpretation in the 
context of a more global communication scale.         
 

 Crisis research is a multidisciplinary research area. Accordingly, this 
dissertation is situated at the intersection of media and communications 
studies and sociological disaster research, and it also makes use of the insights 
developed in the field of crisis informatics. This work has been a long journey; 
a significant amount of conceptual effort with the research literature both on 
the methodological and theoretical levels was required. In terms of 
methodology the main limitation of the chosen mixed methods research 
design was that the analytical reading of the cases relied on media 
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representations. Our understanding of the personal motivations of ordinary 
people who chose to participate in the creation of the studied crises remains 
imprecise. Thus, this study could be enhanced by interviews or surveys. Also, 
the scope of this dissertation can be considered as a limitation. It focused on 
the pro-social and altruistic dimensions of the participation of ordinary people 
in crises. However, crises attract a myriad of interpretations, including 
rumours and the intentional spread of misinformation. In addition, digital 
media platforms can be used to produce and spread fear and hate, and they 
can also become part of terrorist plans (Lundby 2009) and thus amplify the 
impact of violent attacks. Thus, the participation of ordinary people in crises 
has several dimensions, and the consequences of the dark side of digital 
communication should not be overlooked. Studying the mediatization of crises 
from below, including the negative aspects, offers an important avenue for 
further research. 

Indeed, given the increasing frequency of crises, the dominance of digital 
media in everyday life, and the volume and variety by which ordinary people 
respond to and construct crises on digital platforms, research on the 
participation of ordinary people in crises and disasters is anything but 
finished; rather, it is open for further development on the theoretical, 
methodological and empirical levels. As stated in the beginning of this 
introductory chapter, crisis research has long been focused on the top-down 
approach. A mediatization-from-below approach offers opportunities to shift 
the focus and take seriously the contributions of ordinary people to crises. The 
use of social media in crises is often studied from a technical perspective that 
aims to contribute to emergency management. However, I would argue that 
the agency of ordinary people in crises in the context of the hybrid media 
environment should also be studied in relation to ethical, social and cultural 
factors. Lundby (2009) states that crises intensify the ethical and political 
challenges of mediatization, as communication in crises can bear 
consequences of life and death. Therefore, the question of how ordinary people 
engage with moral positions and assume responsibility calls for more research. 
Moreover, the question of how different temporal and spatial constellations 
and cultural distances and proximities affect the participation and agency of 
ordinary people should be empirically addressed. 

It has also been noted that more research is needed on the audio-visual 
sharing practices of ordinary people during crises (Bruns & Hanusch 2017; 
Murthy 2017). In contrast to textual elements, the collection and analysis of 
videos takes time and is labour-intensive. In this vein, it is necessary to pay 
more attention to how ordinary people use YouTube in the context of crises. 
Current crisis research on the uses of digital media platforms intensively 
covers Twitter and, to some extent, Facebook, while other platforms remain 
less studied.   

In terms of methodology, a shift from single-platform to cross-platform 
studies in the study of digital communication has recently been discussed 
(Rogers 2019). This is particularly relevant in the context of a hybrid media 
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environment, as the agency of ordinary people appears simultaneously on 
multiple networks and platforms during crises. While certain platforms might 
gain a particular role in a specific crisis – for instance, Twitter serving to 
connect people throughout a ritualized crisis community – the communication 
circulates and disseminates vividly across different platforms through 
linkages, shares and recommendations. Digital media ethnography is a flexible 
method (Hine 2015) and can thus be combined with a cross-platform approach 
(Rogers 2019) in order to create a nuanced understanding of the bottom-up 
social dynamics of crises in the context of a hybrid media environment.    
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