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3
Media Studies in the Data-Driven Age:

How Research Questions Evolve

Having outlined the models of information behavior and the research practices in the
humanities in general (Chapter 2), we now turn to a particular group of humanities re-
searchers, i.e., media studies researchers. On the one hand, the focus on media studies
researchers provides a relative homogeneous group of participants in our studies that
share a common research background. This facilitates our experiments with interactive
information retrieval systems in Chapter 4 and 5, as a more diverse group of humanities
researchers would require larger samples of participants to account for the differences in
background. On the other hand, media studies is a diverse field in the objects studied,
technologies used, and methodologies applied. This makes that findings for this group
are potentially relevant for other humanities disciplines as well.

To gain a better understanding of the research practices of media studies researchers
and how these practices may be supported by interactive information retrieval systems
we obtained interviews about the research projects of twenty-seven media studies re-
searchers. This data is analyzed in light of our first research question as put forward in
Chapter 1:

RQ 1. What does the research process of media studies researchers look like?

a. Can we identify sequences of activities in research projects of media studies re-
searchers and how does the resulting model compare to other models of the humani-
ties research cycle?

b. Do research questions of media studies researchers change during research projects,
and can we identify factors that influence this change?

c. Which information needs and information gathering challenges do media studies re-
searchers face during research projects?

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. Section 3.1 provides a brief in-
troduction to media studies; Section 3.2 describes methods used for interviewing and
analysis. Section 3.3 presents the results of our analysis, followed by a discussion in
Section 3.4. We conclude in Section 3.5.
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3. Media Studies in the Data-Driven Age: How Research Questions Evolve

3.1 Introduction to Media Studies
The field of media studies, a field that is part of, and often synonymous to, cultural
studies and communication studies, is difficult to delineate and has its roots in areas such
as literature, sociology, psychology, economics, history, and journalism. The media are
the research subject of the field of media studies and in this field media aspects such
as production, reception, and/or content are studied. The media are present in many
forms, through various channels, and have given rise to subareas such as film studies,
technology studies, advertising and marketing, as well as more practical subjects such
as video production, radio production, printing and journalism [255]. Various research
practices that have emerged in the field of media studies to deal with the various media
types, publishing technologies, access tools, and representation formats.

In media studies, the media are studied according to one or more of the following
three aspects: production, texts, and reception. Production concerns the production of
media, the industry, or the institutional context, e.g., a study of journalists or the Holly-
wood film industry [107]. Text concerns the content of media and includes oral, print,
still, moving image, and computer-generated communications [255]. Reception concerns
the “effect” of media on audience beliefs, attitudes, and behavior on the one hand, and
the use and interpretation of media by audiences on the other [255]. However, the rise of
digital communication channels has diluted the analytical boundaries between the pro-
duction, text, and reception aspects, as audiences have become both the producers and
receivers of media [320].

Among the methodological tools available to media studies researchers for the study
of production, text, and reception, are content analysis, participatory observation, focused
interviewing, and surveys. The first, content analysis, can also be referred to as “docu-
ment analysis”: the analysis of text materials to identify statements in the proper context
for analysis [5]. Altheide and Schneider [6] identify three classes of documents. First are
primary documents, which are the objects of study, this includes newspapers, magazines,
TV newscasts, diaries, or archeological artifacts. Next are secondary documents, which
are records about primary documents and other objects of research. This includes field
notes, published reports about primary documents, and other accounts. Media studies
researchers find context information particularly valuable for data selection and data in-
terpretation [50]. Third are the catchalls, the auxiliary documents, which can supplement
a research project or some other practical undertaking but are neither the main focus nor
the primary source of data for understanding.

The practice of document analysis is not exclusive to media studies, but is broadly
practiced throughout the humanities. Typical steps in the document analysis process are:
developing an original idea about a topic, in step one, to gathering some ethnographic
materials about a relevant or related setting, context, or culture in step two. The third
step entails actually examining a few relevant documents with this awareness in mind
and then, following step four to twelve, drafting a protocol for data collection, coding
and analysis, and drafting the report [6]. Media studies researchers, and humanities re-
searchers alike, often use a grounded theory approach [312]: through the analysis of data,
they discover theory. The research practice then is a continuous going back and forth be-
tween analysis and theory. It contradicts the more conservative research paradigm, in
which first a theoretical framework is designed and only then the analysis is started. This
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3.2. Method

process can be very time consuming [264].

3.2 Method
To gain a better understanding of the current research practices in media studies, we
conducted interviews with twenty-seven media studies researchers. In this section we
first describe the methodology that we used to conduct our interviews with media studies
researchers. We then describe the characteristics of the media studies researchers in our
sample. Finally, we discuss the method used for analysis of the interviews.

3.2.1 Interviews
Interviews were conducted using the same methodological approach as described by Chu
[91] and Brown [73] in their investigation of the research cycle of literary critics and mu-
sic scholars. The methodology is a combination of the structured personal account [74]
and the “time line interview” [118]. In the account interview participants are asked to
describe a previously experienced event from a personal point of view. The time-line
method is aimed at reconstructing each step taken in a specific situation with a focus on
information gaps experienced and how these were resolved.

Table 3.1: Topic list used during open questions part of the interview.

Q1 Do you remember how the research project started?
Q2 What were your research questions?
Q3 Did you often search in media archives?
Q4 Which archives did you use?
Q5 What did you expect to find in these archives?
Q6 What problems did you encounter?
Q7 Next to media items, what other information did you search for?
Q8 What additional information did you need that you did not manage to obtain?
Q9 What tools did you use, e.g., search engines, websites, or analytical software?

Q10 Did your research questions change during the research project?
Q11 If you would divide your research project into stages which would you identify?

The style of the interview was semi-structured and consisted of three parts: (i) iden-
tification of a recent research project; (ii) open questions about research activities and
research questions during the project, see Table 3.1; and (iii) an interactive part in which
participants wrote down the research activities on index cards and ordered them chrono-
logically. Interviews lasted between thirty and forty-five minutes, were tape-recorded
and later transcribed. The chronologically ordered cards representing the research cy-
cle were numbered and photographed before being collected at the end of the interview.
Interviews were conducted in Dutch or English depending on the nationality of the in-
terviewee. Quotes extracted from Dutch interviews have been translated to English via
Google Translate1 and where necessary corrected to arrive at a proper translation. Note

1http://google.translate.com
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3. Media Studies in the Data-Driven Age: How Research Questions Evolve

that when using quotes, square brackets [. . . ] indicate modifications to the original quote
to improve understanding or to protect the anonymity of the participant.

The interviews were conducted by two interviewers: a media studies researcher and
a computer scientist. The first seven interviews were conducted jointly. Later interviews
were conducted separately as the interviewers gained a shared understanding of the do-
main and interview style. A limitation of the interview method is that it is an account
of how the researcher remembers a research project. It does not necessarily accurately
describe how the project was carried out as parts may have been omitted or receive extra
attention depending on the impact events made on the individual.

3.2.2 Sample

The participants were recruited based on availability. The investigators contacted col-
leagues to obtain an initial set of interview participants. Some of the participants sug-
gested additional candidates who were contacted and invited to participate according to
the snowball-method [181]. Finally, the investigators recruited several participants by
contacting researchers at the media studies department of an institution during research
visits. As the resulting selection is not a proper probability sample, it is difficult to gen-
eralize findings to the entire population. The aim of this study, however, is not to define
the research practices of the entire population of media studies researchers. Rather, it
explores their current information needs and habits.

Table 3.2 shows the demographics recorded for our participants. We briefly discuss
each of the columns below. Some of the information has been anonymized to protect
the identity of the interview participants. For identification purposes participants (P) are
assigned a number, i.e., P01 to P27. Similarly, for institutions (I) we use I1 to I7. In total,
researchers from seven different universities participated, four located in the Netherlands,
the others in Israel, Denmark, and Belgium. Seven researchers are from institute I1, three
from I2, nine from I3, one from I4, one from I5, five from I6, and one from I7.

Regarding the research discipline, more than half of the participants (16 out of 27)
answered that they are part of the humanities, ten participants identified themselves as
part of the social sciences, and one participant mentioned science and technology studies
as discipline. Institutes generally have a media studies (med std) department (15 out of
27) or a communication science (com scs) department (7 out of 27), in some cases it is
part of another department, i.e., political sciences (pol scs), or cultural studies (cul std).

Academic positions of participants include senior researchers, i.e., four full profes-
sors, two associate professors (associate pr), and nine assistant professors (assistant pr),
as well as some junior researchers, i.e., four post docs, seven phd students (phd st), and
one master student (mst st).

Regarding the preferred media studied by the participants, television (tv) is the domi-
nant medium mentioned nineteen times, followed by newspapers mentioned eight times,
and both radio and new media mentioned five times. Other media studied are film, doc-
umentaries, games, and music. The study of texts is practiced by most researchers (23
out of 27). Additionally, some study production and/or reception aspects of media. In
terms of research methods, both qualitative (qual), quantitative (quan) and combinations
of these techniques are uses.
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3.2. Method

Table 3.2: Participants’ characteristics, see § 3.2.2 for abbreviations.

P I Discipline Department Position Media focus Research focus Method

01 I1 soc scs com scs phd st tv reception qual
02 I1 soc scs com scs phd st newspaper production; text both
03 I1 soc scs com scs post doc tv production; text qual
04 I1 soc scs com scs assistant pr tv production; text;

reception
qual

05 I1 soc scs pol scs assistant pr tv; newspaper text both
06 I1 soc scs com scs assistant pr games; music reception both
07 I1 soc scs com scs professor tv; newspaper; radio production; text;

reception
both

08 I2 hum cult std phd st new media text both
09 I2 hum cult std post doc radio text qual
10 I2 hum cult std assistant pr radio text both
11 I3 hum cult std mst st tv; new media production; text;

reception
qual

12 I3 hum med std phd st tv; film text qual
13 I3 hum med std phd st documentary production both
14 I3 hum med std post doc tv text qual
15 I3 soc scs med std post doc tv reception qual
16 I3 hum med std assistant pr tv; newspaper text; reception qual
17 I3 hum med std assistant pr tv; newspaper; radio production; text qual
18 I3 hum med std associate pr tv text qual
19 I3 hum med std professor tv production; text qual
20 I4 hum med std assistant pr tv production; text qual
21 I5 hum med std professor tv production; text;

reception
qual

22 I6 soc scs com scs phd st tv; newspaper text quan
23 I6 hum med std phd st tv production; text;

reception
qual

24 I6 hum med std assistant pr newspaper; new media production; text;
reception

qual

25 I6 hum med std assistant pr tv; new media text qual
26 I6 sc & tch med std professor new media text both
27 I7 soc scs med std associate pr radio; tv; newspaper production; text;

reception
qual

3.2.3 Analysis
The analysis started with reviewing the research activities written on index cards. Cards
with activities that exactly match were used to align the research activity sequences of
each of the participants. Next, we adopted an open coding strategy [312] and grouped
cards with similar descriptions in the interview either mentioned during the description
of the stages (Q11) or during the creation of the index cards. Activities that did not
match were placed in a separate category. During a number of iterations categories were
renamed and merged to arrive at the set of codes listed in Table 3.3.
To test the reliability of the coding scheme the descriptions of the activities were coded
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Table 3.3: Overview of the codes used to annotate the activities in the research cycle men-
tioned during the interviews.

Code (abbreviation) Description

initial idea (ii) An idea, observation, or proposal that starts a project.
background study (bg) Identify literature and background material for a topic.
initial research questions (ir) Identify research question or instrument, e.g., sampling.
initial data gathering (ig) Initial search, exploration, or collection of data.
revised research questions (rr) Revision of research questions and instruments.
targeted data gathering (tg) Collect, search, or select data following guidelines.
analysis (an) Inspect, read, code, compare, or organize data.
write (wr) Write, select examples, drawing of conclusions.
report (rp) Integrate findings into articles, chapter, or presentation.

by an additional investigator. Digital excerpts were created from the index cards and the
coding scheme was explained. Excerpts were presented one by one, in random order, and
without context from the interview. The results are presented in Table 3.4. Cohen’s kappa
is a measure for inter-annotator agreement and generally the following rule of thumb is
used for interpretation: <.20 is poor agreement, .21–.4 is fair agreement, .41–.6 is mod-
erate agreement, .61–.8 is good agreement, and .81–1.0 is very good agreement [204].
The pooled kappa [115] of the agreement between the two annotators over all individual
codes is .53 indicating moderate agreement.

Closer inspection of the agreement on individual codes reveals that the initial data
collection and targeted data collection codes have low agreement. The main difficulty
turned out to be in determining whether a data collection activity was initial or targeted
without the context of the interview or other index cards. To resolve this issue, the two
annotators discussed all excerpts where a disagreement existed using the interview and
index cards as context to arrive at a 100% agreement on the code assignment.

The variety and richness of the issues that participants touch upon in the remaining
interview questions (Q1–Q10) are not easily captured by a specific set of codes. Where
appropriate we counted how many times items were mentioned in the answers or provide
broad observations and illustrate each with quotes.

Table 3.4: Cohen’s kappa coefficient indicating inter-annotator agreement for individual
codes and pooled kappa.

Code κ Code κ

initial idea 0.49 background study 0.75
initial research questions 0.54 initial data collection 0.17
revised research questions 0.46 targeted data collection 0.34
analysis 0.64 write 0.56
report 0.75 pooled kappa 0.53
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3.3. Results

3.3 Results

In this section we first discuss answers to interview questions related to research activi-
ties and their sequences in the research cycle, i.e., Q11 and the third part of the interview.
Then, we discuss questions related to changes in the research questions (Q2 and Q10).
Finally, we discuss questions related to information needs and data gathering challenges
(Q3–Q9). Although the following sections address different questions and illustrate dif-
ferent points, some overlap exists within participants’ answers to the interview questions.

3.3.1 Research Cycle

Table 3.5 shows the sequences of the research activities described on index cards and
mentioned during the interviews for each of the participants. Columns represent par-
ticipants, rows are labeled with codes described in Table 3.3. Each block represents an
iteration of the research cycle and each row represents an activity. A “*” indicates that a
certain activity was identified for a participant. A new iteration (block) is started when-
ever an earlier activity is repeated. The sequences have been ordered with on the left the
research cycles with the most iterations and on the right those with the smallest number
of iterations.

Initial Exploration of a Topic

In the first iteration, initial idea, background study, developing the initial research ques-
tions, and initial information gathering are the top four most frequently identified activ-
ities. Nine participants explicitly indicated that a research project starts with an initial
idea or observation that sets the direction for the research topic. For example, participant
P21 stated: “The first phase is the conceptual phase, thinking about what is your ques-
tion. Why is that interesting. And the development of a concept, or a research plan how
you could study that.” According to P11: “The first decision making phase was to pick
this phenomenon to write a paper about and not something else. Then identifying what
literature relates to it.”

Others indicated that research starts with studying the literature (P12, P25, P06, P18,
P02, P27, P14) or an initial look at the data (P03, P17, P20, P19, P10, P04). Participants
P17 and P20 indicated that initial information gathering comes first: “the first phase was
to see what was there” (P17) and “start with the written archives to get the more general
picture” (P20). Alternatively, participants P01 and P02 stated that literature is the starting
point: “Exactly according to the scientific research process. So first the question, then
the literature review . . . ” (P01), and “I spent most of the first year reading and defining
the theme” (P02).

In general, the comments regarding the activities in the first iteration of the research
cycle suggest the need for exploration to gain an overview of the data, topic, and lit-
erature. Participant P22 remarked: “first you must have a subject and know that it is
interesting and has not been done before. But I never start by thoroughly figuring out a
theoretical framework, which is actually the official procedure, [...] pretty quickly I go
and see if the material is available.” Another stated: “Always first explorative. A little
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Table 3.5: Overview of the research activities, for abbreviations see Table 3.3.

05 12 23 26 09 07 16 21 15 03 11 24 25 06 18 22 01 20 19 27 17 14 08 10 13 02 04

ii * * * * * * * * * 9
bg * * * * * * * * * * * * 12

ir * * * * * * * * * * * * 12

ig * * * * * * * * * 9
rr * * * * * 5
tg * * * * * 5
an * * * * * * * * * * 10

wr * * * 3
rp * * * 3

ii * 1
bg * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 14

ir * * 2
ig * * * * 4
rr * * * * * 5
tg * * * * * * * * * * * * 12

an * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 15

wr * * * * * * * * 8
rp * * * * * * * * * 9

bg * * * * 4
ig * * * 3
rr * * 2
tg * * * * * 5
an * * * * * * 6
wr * * * * * 5
rp * * * * * 5

bg * 1
rr * * 2
tg * * * 3
an * * * 3
wr * * * 3
rp * 1

bg * 1
tg * * 2
wr * 1

bit of browsing, everywhere. Then, scoping not really. Because you will keep your eyes
open for things you may discover. To not limit yourself in the beginning” (P19).

Additionally, some interviewees noted that the goal is to arrive at an initial research
question through these interactions with data and literature. One researcher (P16) noted:
“for me it starts with developing the research questions and data collection. This happens
in parallel, so the question changes by the material you see” and another (P07) noted:
“the data influences the research question, because the data is not available or because
you start to see, oh this is so naı̈ve.”
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3.3. Results

Three participants’ research cycles end without repeating any research activities (P02,
P04, and P13). These researchers may have left out some of details of their research
activities. As P04 noted: “the thing is with qualitative research that these phases are not
so easily broken up into parts.”

Targeted Information Gathering and Analysis

In the second iteration, we observe that again the background study activity is frequently
identified (by 14 participants). Seven researchers explicitly mentioned studying back-
ground material a second time during their research. As interviewee P27 noted: “Litera-
ture starts before everything and it comes again at time of writing.”

The emphasis in this iteration, however, is on targeted information gathering and
analysis. Researchers engage in targeted information gathering activities based on expe-
riences from earlier explorations: “If you have consulted more sources, then you always
get more focus. You get more of a story line. Otherwise, it is anecdotal: this program
says that, and that program says this. No, it should mean something together. You only
realize that in second instance. Only when you have seen material, you get an idea of
what goes together, like this may well be related to that. And that is what you will
investigate further” (P19).

This iteration ends the research cycle for ten additional researchers. Five described
a sequence of targeted data gathering, analysis, and writing and/or reporting in the (P01,
P17, P18, P19, P20), while five others mentioned either a targeted or initial information
gathering activity in the first iteration of the research cycle before finishing in the second
iteration through activities of analysis, writing and/or reporting (P10, P08, P14, P22,
P27). For example, according to interviewee P01: “Yes, the [selection method] was
already decided upon before the students started, the method actually came from the
theory [. . . elaborating on theory] Then there is data collection, analysis, and writing”
and P17 noted “The first phase was to see what was there. The second phase I only dealt
with the programme guides. So I have sampled from a few weeks of four or five years
and then analyzed.”

Fourteen researchers engaged in one or more additional iterations of the research
cycle. Eight researchers (P03, P05, P06, P07, P12, P23, P24, P25) mentioned the need
for additional data collection and provided various reasons for repeating this step: getting
a representative sample (P03: “so that [first analysis] was followed by collecting new
data, using the methods identified in the literature and guided by insights from the earlier
analysis”), being overwhelmed by the amount of information (P23: “So here I had the
most stress, I got lost in it. Then I made my research question more specific. And
defined case studies. So making choices in systematically searching the archive”), and
lack of suitable material (P07: “and then you return again to the data and sometimes
the literature, while part of the data has already been collected, because you feel that
something is there but it does not come out”). The other six participants instead focused
on studying additional literature, analyzing data, and writing.

After the third iteration eight researchers did not engage in additional activities and
work with the material they have: “by organizing [the material] you create the story, I
chose to use a chronological ordering, if I had organized my archive differently I would
have written a different story. I could have organized it in supporters and opponents”
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(P16). In this case a researcher chose a certain view on the data and organized it accord-
ingly. Although multiple lines of inquiry were possible only one is explored. Another
noted: “Otherwise, you can not [find] those sources when you are in an archive and your
time is precious, you can not sit there for five months. No you go there for two weeks and
then again two weeks and then you should know exactly what you are looking for. You
also have to interpret the material on the spot and be able to say this is important and that
is less important” (P21). In this case, time was a limiting factor in the research cycle and
prevented the collection of new material. To limit the amount of time it takes to collect
data some researchers reuse data, for example, P02 noted: “However, interestingly, if you
continue to use the same data than you do not lose a lot of time with collecting.” Others
ask for help in getting access to data as P21 described: “Because the archive service did
not seem to co-operate. So then you ask around to journalists who have easier access to
that archive. [. . . ] That is all a big hassle. That is just not fun. So that is why this project
is also nice to take. I have spent a lot of time on it and achieved few results.” These quotes
illustrate one possible reason for researchers not to continue with additional information
gathering and analysis activities in the fourth and fifth iteration, i.e., the time and effort
involved in data collection and analysis.

Writing and Reporting

When one or more iterations of data collection and analysis activities have finished re-
searchers engaged in writing and reporting activities. During writing the results of the
analysis are interpreted, suitable examples are found, and conclusions are drawn. This is
a creative process that requires integrating original data, the results of analysis, literature
and background material. For example, a researcher (P05) noted: “Then write out the
data analysis. Then the conclusions. But again there are a lot of things in between . . .
Yes, here you go again back to the literature, certainly after the data analysis and during
that analysis. Actually those [cards] should also be put somewhat on top of each other
because these things often overlap.” Another described writing as: “And then the third
phase is analysis and linking, you will link all kinds of information together and conduct
your analysis on that. Until you come to some observations. That connecting of all kinds
of material is important and then you describe your vision on it” (P19).

Seven researchers mentioned that reporting occurred during and not at the end of
the project. Giving presentations about preliminary work is a common practice in the
humanities to obtain feedback from peers [73, 91], for example as P18 mentioned: “Ex-
plore themes, formulate research questions, then what in my case structured my thinking,
is writing a paper and presenting. That way you find out if it is worth it and that way you
can also find people who share that idea. Is it worth thinking about that theme. Then the
collection of resources . . . ”

Some of the research cycles do not end with writing or reporting activities (P06, P07,
P10, P12, P23, P24, P25). Although care was taken to pick a project that was finished
some researchers did not have such a project, or described a project that was part of a
larger project where the results served as input to another investigation.
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ig bg

an

rr

tg

ir

wr
rp

end

start
ii

ii initial idea
bg background study
ir initial research questions
ig initial data gathering
rr revised research questions
tg targeted data gathering
an analysis
wr write
rp report

Figure 3.1: Transitions between activities in the media studies research cycle. Edge thickness
indicates frequency. Transitions occurring once or twice have been removed for clarity.

Summary of the Research Cycle

Figure 3.1 shows the one step transitions between activities in the research cycle of me-
dia studies researchers. We observe that at the start of a research project media studies
researchers transition between studying background material, developing initial research
questions, and initial information gathering. We identify this as the exploration phase in
which the initial idea becomes more focused as media studies researchers become more
familiar with the topic and the material. The goal of this phase is to get an overview of
the topic and to formulate an initial research question.

In the next phase a more focused data collection starts. Initially gathered material
is supplemented with material to place it into context or a theoretically motivated data
selection is made. We define this as the contextualization phase. Three paths lead from
the exploration phase to activities in the contextualization phase. The first path leads from
initial information gathering, studying background material, or initial research questions
to revised research questions. The second path leads directly to analysis activities and the
third path leads from studying background activities to targeted information gathering.
In most cases targeted information gathering leads (18/20) to analysis of the material.

After the analysis we observe some additional transitions to information gathering
(4/32) and studying background material (4/32) activities. However, at some point the
data is fixed and the next phase starts. At this point a relevant sample of the data has been
collected and this data is interpreted in the context of focused research questions. This
phase consists of interpreting and writing. The media studies researcher builds up a case
to support his/her research questions by organizing the data and selecting appropriate
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qualitative evidence. We refer to this phase as the presentation phase.

3.3.2 Changes in Participants’ Research Questions
In this section we discuss how the research questions of media studies researchers change
during the research process. Table 3.6 shows for each participant (P) whether: (i) their re-
search question changed (Ch) indicated by yes (Y) or no (N); (ii) how it changed (How),
i.e., became more specific (S), additional question added (A), or perspective changed
(CP); (iii) during which activity it changed (When), i.e., during analysis (ana) or an in-
formation gathering activity (gat); and (iv) why it changed (Why). Five participants

Table 3.6: Changes in research questions, for abbreviations see §3.3.2.

P Ch How When Why

01 N
04 N
06 N RQ in essence the same, slightly refined
12 N
17 N a bit more focused
02 Y S ana RQ became more specific, since s/he discovered themes in the material
07 Y S gat RQ changed due to availability and type of material
09 Y S gat became more realistic: it was too much, narrowed down the time period
10 Y S ana; gat RQ became more specific since s/he wanted a better focus and realized

not all the material available
15 Y S gat limited data collection for pragmatic reasons
16 Y S ana watched material and got a more specific idea
19 Y S ana RQ became more specific, since s/he had seen more documents
22 Y S gat RQ changed since s/he did not have access to all material
23 Y S ana RQ became multilayered, two RQs derived from the initial one
03 Y A ana additional RQ about production and start new data collection
05 Y A ana found that s/he could not properly answer the RQ and had to search

again for specific material and enlarge his corpus of programmes.
08 Y A ana studied additional literature and added a theoretical RQ
13 Y A ana discovered that s/he should analyse a larger variety of cases
18 Y A ana discovered shows lack of popularity in some countries, investigated why
25 Y A ana found another aspect s/he could focus on
27 Y A ana initial research turned out to be too limited
11 Y C ana noticed that technology is an important factor
14 Y C gat RQ changed since s/he could not access to the programmes s/he wanted
20 Y C ana RQ was based on an assumption and should be rethought completely
24 Y C ana noticed that some people tweet in multiple languages, investigated why
21 Y S; C ana discovered during analysis that his initial RQ could not be answered
26 Y S; A ana exploratory research, some RQs are dropped others made more focused

indicated that they did not change their research question during their research project.
Participant P04, for instance, started with a specific question and did not change it be-
cause he was able to collect all television series he wanted. P06 and P17 said they did not
change their research questions, but added that they “slightly refined” (P06) or “focused
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a little bit maybe” (P17). P17 explains that “the programme guides and manuscripts
provided everything [I] wanted.”

The other twenty-two participants did change their research question. Our interview
data shows that the research question changed in three ways: (1) by moving from broad
to specific, (2) by adding other research questions, and (3) by changing the perspective of
the research question. For twenty participants the research question only changed in one
of these three ways. For two participants, P21 and P26, the research question changed in
two ways.

More Specific Research Questions

The research question turned more specific (i.e., got more focus), during the projects
of eleven participants. In all cases the research question was refined during analysis of
the material and/or during the data collection activity. Seven participants got a more
focused research question during the analysis of material. P19 explains it as follows:
“You are going to focus, to sharpen your research question if you know more about the
programmes and more about the context. The more material you have analysed, the more
focus you get.” A participant (P02) who made his research question more specific during
analysis of material, also referred to the literature study activity. He focused on four
themes in the newspapers, since he “found that there were re-occurring themes in the
literature. And in the journalistic debates [in the newspapers].” He adds: “In fact, the
research questions got more focused along the way, but of course it is also an interactive
process [between analysis and literature study]. I started out very broad.” During data
collection, the research question of six participants got more specific. P22, for instance,
had to focus his research question as it turned out material was not available: “I had to
change the research questions, [. . . ] because I could not obtain material of two [type A]
broadcasters, and therefore could not compare [type A] and [type B] broadcasters.”

Additional Research Questions

In eight cases participants decided to add additional research questions. During analysis
some participants discovered additional aspects of their research topic and added a re-
search question to account for this. For example, P25 noted: “It is related to my original
research question, but it is in a different direction, because I can see while analyzing
material, ah, there is another aspect,” while another participant answered: “Yes, in the
beginning I was interested in how [object of study] imagines its audience. And towards
the way, I found that there were things that were interesting that are not related to this.
For instance, location” (P27).

Other participants added additional questions as their original research question turned
out to be too limited and did not cover the trends discovered in the data sample. As P18
mentioned: “Then you discover that it is a format that is also produced elsewhere and
whether it is popular over there, or not. It appears that there is a big difference between
northern and southern countries” and P05 stated: “at one time I decided to add a qual-
itative part because I found that on the basis of the broadcasts that I had analyzed that
I did not have all . . . That I was not yet able to fully answer the research question.”
Some participants mentioned that the patterns they expected to find in the material were
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not present: “I expected [medium A] to be more involved with [medium B]. Because
[medium A] was the mass medium, the leading medium in the [. . . ]s. I thought, in
[medium A], they probably intensively discussed [medium B], but no” (P21).

Research Questions with Changed Perspective

Five participants changed the perspective of their research question. According to P11:
“when I was doing [analysis] it became clear that the availability of the shows depends
on the technology. The paper ended up talking more about the technology. Because of
the way [medium] criticism has moved in the way it works” and P20: “it was when I
started having interviews that I realized that it is not so black and white and that is when
the direction of my research changed completely.” Similarly, P14 had to change the
perspective of her research question from “[perspective A]” to “[perspective B]” because
she “did not get access to the archives. [. . . ] So I investigated what I could get access
to”.

In summary, the analysis of Q2 and Q10 suggests that research questions often change
during the media studies research cycle, i.e., questions become more specific, additional
questions are added, or the perspective of questions changes. Changes are related to
activities of information gathering and analysis. During these activities participants learn
about new aspects related to their research topic and gain insight in the availability and
trends in the material covering their topic. Responses indicate that several iterations of
information gathering and analysis activities alternate before the final research questions
take shape.

3.3.3 Information Needs and Challenges
In this section we describe which information needs and information gathering chal-
lenges media studies researchers encountered during their research projects. First, we
focus on the primary source materials that were the focus of the research projects. Then,
we discuss what kind of additional information media studies researchers gathered. Fi-
nally, we elaborate on the challenges of gathering the initial and additional material.

Information Needs

In the exploration phase, media studies researchers started with broad collections, in
order to select interesting cases. Eleven participants went to physical archives. Nine par-
ticipants collected material by buying newspapers/magazines/DVDs/games, or gathering
online material such as websites and blogs. Two participants taped television programs
when they were broadcast. Five interviewees combined archival material with online
material and/or by taping recordings.

A large proportion of the participants (13) started by collecting audiovisual material:
television programs, commercials, and documentaries. Others started with audio mate-
rial, i.e., radio broadcasts (4). Six participants collected print material such as program
guides, institutional material, and newspapers. Three out of six did this in conjunction
with collection of television broadcasts. The other three had print material as their main
collection. Five participants focused on new media collections such as Twitter feeds,
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websites, blogs, and games. Two out of five collected new media in conjunction with
television broadcasts. Three participants also indicated that they conducted interviews
as part of the initial data collection (i.e., next to collection of audiovisual, printed and/or
new media material).

In contrast to data collected in the exploration phase, data collected in the contextu-
alization phase is more specific, i.e., ratings/data on popularity (2), critical reviews (6),
debates (3), blogs (4), online fora (2), letters of viewers (1), and biographies (4). The
first five types of material are all collected to add a reception study on how television
programs, radio broadcasts or films are received in the press and by the audience. The
last category, biographies, is collected to dig into the background of producers, journal-
ists, cast members and people mentioned in newspapers and news broadcasts. Lastly,
interviews with producers are also often mentioned: nine participants indicated that they
conducted interviews.2 P03 explains why interviews are an important source of informa-
tion: “For the production context in general, one depends of information on the internet,
or the website of the production company or broadcaster. In general it remains very
superficial. Therefore, we had to do interviews.”

Interestingly, the information gathered in the contextualization phase is literally re-
ferred to as “contextual information” by eight participants. P21 describes contextual
information as “essential” and explains it as “metadata in the language of archivists.”
Participants often named the collections they used in an attempt to find information
(“program schedules in program guides,” “interviews in newspapers,” “reviews in news-
papers,” “biographies on Wikipedia”). On the one hand, they find it online, i.e., on
Wikipedia, websites of broadcasters, and online newspapers. On the other hand, they
look in paper archives for newspapers, magazines and program guides. P13, for instance,
studied international newspapers for reflections on the audiovisual material she studied:
“Yes, I also used newspaper articles, namely [newspaper 1] and [newspaper 2], [. . . ] to
search for a reflection on what happened with [main media subject].”

Newspapers are not only valuable in that they provide reviews, reflections and pro-
duction information, but also to contextualize per se. Five participants used newspapers
to get a better understanding of the political and social context of the media they stud-
ied. For instance, P24 mentioned that he “looked for international newspaper articles
about [media subject] to contextualize it.” (Historical) books are also mentioned in five
interviews as useful contextual information. P14 explains the use value as follows: “jour-
nalists and directors do not come up themselves with ideas. They often get inspired by
what happens in society. This is something you can find in historical books.”

Challenges

Participants reported on a variety of challenges that they encountered during the initial
and targeted data collection activities. Participants did not mention a specific activity
during this interview question (Q6), hence we discuss the general challenges in infor-
mation gathering here. Participants mention up to three problems each. The problems
can be divided in five categories: (i) availability of material; (ii) archival search system;

2Note that researchers collected multiple types of materials and the number of types exceeds the number of
participants.
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(iii) archival cataloguing; (iv) technological challenges outside the archives; and (v) in-
stitutional challenges.

A lack of availability of research material was mentioned eighteen times. In eleven
cases (out of eighteen) the lack of availability referred to material that was not preserved.
Six participants indicated that the television programmes, radio broadcasts and commer-
cials that they needed were not preserved. P04 explains how it affected his research: “I
got access to a lot of material that was not publicly available, [. . . ] but still there was
some material that was not preserved and, therefore, not available for my research.” Five
participants said that it was difficult to find production information as this material is not
preserved by archives. P01 considers “especially financial and budgetary information of
television programs is difficult to obtain, but nevertheless important for research.” She
also suggests that “producers are not very likely to share this sensitive information with
you.” In four cases (out of eighteen), it was regarded as a problem that material was
not digitized. P21, for instance, accounted for a situation in [country]: “Only a little is
digitized. You often have to pay for viewing material. So it costs a lot. That makes it
very difficult to study audiovisual material [in that country].” In the other three cases (out
of eighteen), the needed material was available but in bad condition. For instance, P10
really had to rely on the recordings as he had to hear what is being said: “Quality various
quite a lot [. . . ] Especially, those really bad recordings of the 19[. . . ]s.” P20 gives as
example that “it often happened that the film broke during my viewing [of audiovisual
material].”

A second category of problems is related to the search system of the archives, a
problem that was identified six times. Three participants mentioned that they were not
allowed to use the search system themselves, and had to work with an archivist. For
instance, P20 mentioned that “initially I did not have access to search myself, so I would
tell them a big keyword or a specific title of a program, a long running program for
instance and then they would give me pages with the reference number of the programs
without description and then I had to do my research based on that.” Others noted that
the search system was “not good” (P04, P13) or “non-existing” (P17).

Third, a bad archival cataloguing system was mentioned as a problem by three re-
searchers. According to participant P16, “the programs were not well described in the
archive and difficult to retrieve.” The same P16 also said that “there were missing meta-
data fields of radio programs.” P24 “missed information on the page numbers of news-
papers.” Fourth, the participants who did not obtain their research material (solely) from
an archive, also reported technological problems, such as that “it was difficult to scrape
everything” (P25) or “difficult to tape multiple programs at the same time” (P03, P05).

Lastly, institutional challenges, related to the institute of the archive or the legisla-
tion of copyright owners and broadcasting companies were mentioned nine times. Five
participants could not get permission to access the archive. One participant got no per-
mission from webplatforms to access the data. Three participants said that it was too
expensive to obtain material from the archives and, therefore, they all three decided to
collect television programs themselves by recording them. Two other researchers had to
deal with geographically dispersed archives. P17, for instance, said that he had to go
both to the central archive and to all regional archives in every state in order to obtain all
material, “which cost time, effort and money.” According to two researchers, archives
were also slow in releasing material. P09, for instance, says that “it took seven months
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to obtain all the material.”

In summary, we found that next to traditional objects of study such as monographs, media
studies researchers are turning towards new sources provided by the Web, e.g., fora,
for primary source material as well as contextual material. Additionally, we found that
gathering primary and contextual material requires search across various sources, i.e.,
newspaper services, archives, and the Web, and that each provides its own challenges in
terms of accessibility and discoverability of the material.

3.4 Discussion
In this section we discuss our answers to our first research question from Chapter 1,
where we asked:

RQ 1. What does the research process of media studies researchers look like?

a. Can we identify sequences of activities in research projects of media studies re-
searchers and how does the resulting model compare to other models of the humani-
ties research cycle?

b. Do research questions of media studies researchers change during research projects,
and can we identify factors that influence this change?

c. Which information needs and information gathering challenges do media studies re-
searchers face during research projects?

To address a we identified several activities within the media studies research cycle, as
detailed in §3.3.1 and found that it is an iterative process, where activities such as liter-
ature study, data collection, and refinement of the research question alternate. A model
with three phases emerged, i.e., the exploration phase, the contextualization phase, and
the presentation phase, as during a research project media studies researchers transition
from one set of activities to the next.

The model shares similarities with models of the research cycle of other humanities
researchers (cf., §2.3.2). Most closely related to our work are models of literary critics
and music scholars. The preparation stage of literary critics corresponds to our explo-
ration phase. The elaboration, and the analysis and writing stages correspond to our
contextualization phase. While the dissemination, and further dissemination and writ-
ing stages correspond to our presentation phase [91]. The additional preparation and
organization stage in the model of music scholars’ research cycle is characterized by
information gathering activities such as interviews and participant observation [73]. We
observed similar activities in the exploration phase of our model. These models describe
similar stages and activities as our model of the media studies research cycle, however,
they do not describe how these stages influence the research questions during the research
cycle. The value of our model is that it makes the sequences of activities and the gradual
refinement of the research questions in the media studies research cycle explicit.

The phases identified in our model of the media studies research cycle are consis-
tent with the stages of models of the information seeking process (cf., §2.2.1). Kuhlthau
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[197]’s ISP model describes the following six stages: initiation; recognition of a need;
selection and identification of a topic; exploration of relevant information; formulation
of a focused topic; collection of relevant information; and presentation of search results.
Here, the first four stages fit our exploration stage, the next two fit our contextualization
phase, and the final stage fits our presentation phase. Vakkari [338] used three stages
in the task performance model, i.e., pre-focus, formulation, post-focus. An important
difference is that these models focus on a single information seeking process which cor-
responds to a single activity in our model, e.g., a specific instance of the targeted infor-
mation gathering activity. Moreover, our model considers these activities in the context
of other activities, e.g., information gathering, analysis, or background study.

Strategies such as browsing and differentiating [41, 128] are observed during the ac-
tivities of the media studies’ research cycle. Whether researchers utilize these strategies
depends on the stage and phase of the research cycle they are in.

Models of information behavior proposed by Wilson [364], Byström and Hansen
[81], or Ingwersen and Järvelin [175], provide a general framework to describe users’
information behavior in context (cf., §2.2). We have not considered all possible variables
indicated by these models as these are too broad. Instead, we focused on information
seeking behavior (information gathering and use) and the change of the information need
in the research cycle.

With the second part of our research question (b) we investigated whether research
questions of media studies researchers change during research projects, and whether we
can identify factors that influence this change. We found that during the media studies
research cycle the research questions become more focused as media studies researchers
become increasingly familiar with the material and the topic under study. Additionally,
we found that two of the main activities in the media studies research cycle are respon-
sible for changes in the research questions of media studies researchers: information
gathering and analysis. During information gathering media studies researchers discov-
ered the extent to which accounts in primary source materials cover their research topic
and whether this material was available. While during analysis media studies researchers
gained insight in trends in the data and the existence of alternative views on their research
topic.

A consequence of changing or adding an additional research question is that addi-
tional activities of data collection and analysis are required. Figure 3.1 shows this in the
connections between the analysis, targeted information gathering, and revised research
question activities. Not all participants explicitly mentioned the iterations between these
three steps in response to the interview questions about the activities during the research
cycle, e.g., mentioning only going back and forth between information gathering and
analysis or between several analysis activities. Consequently, the edges in Figure 3.1 are
not all equally strong. The analysis of Q10, however, indicates a strong connection be-
tween information gathering and analysis activities and changes in the research question.

Finally, with respect to c we found that media studies researchers have various in-
formation needs and that the specificity with which media studies researchers are able to
characterize their information need and the type of material sought for depends on the
phase in the research cycle. In the exploration phase media studies researchers engage in
an activity of a broad gathering of a single type of primary material, e.g., television. As
the media studies researcher becomes familiar with the material available on a topic the
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work becomes more focused. In the contextualization phase, theoretically informed se-
lection criteria are used to select or gather the media type that is the focus of the research.
In contrast to the exploration stage, however, additional types of primary and secondary
materials are consulted, e.g., newspapers, to provide context for the interpretation of the
primary source material focused on in the research.

Earlier work identified how the information needs of humanities researchers become
more focused as they move through stages of the humanities research cycle and the need
for context information arises (cf., §2.3.2). Duff and Johnson [123] discovered that his-
torians need to orientate themselves on the archive before starting the search for relevant
material. The process of (re-)examining finding aids leads to refinement of the ques-
tions and builds up contextual knowledge that increase historians’ understanding of the
research topic. Chu [91] identified how literary critics go through stages of preparation,
in which the context of the work is identified, and elaboration where the exact area of in-
terest is determined. Brown [73] noted as well that music scholars do background work
to establish the viability of the research idea before information gathering is narrowed
to a certain topic and organized in a certain way. We have found a similar pattern in the
research cycle of media studies researchers. The differences, however, are in the type
and number of sources used by media studies researchers. Next to traditional sources of
contextual material such as books and monographs, media studies researchers now also
turn to the Web and use websites, fora, and blogs. Archives are picking up on this and
the need for tools that add contextual material of various kinds to for example audiovi-
sual material [19]. Newspapers are popular context documents as well and consulted for
various reasons, e.g., television schedules, interviews, or reviews. The accessibility to
newspaper archives via services such as Lexisnexis,3 may have increased their use.

We further identified four types of challenge that media studies researchers face in
their data collection activities with current technologies. One of these challenges is the
availability of information, e.g., production information. We found that conducting in-
terviews is an important way of acquiring this type of contextual information that has not
been preserved or that is difficult to obtain. Another observation was that although par-
ticipants mentioned the need for analogue material and digitization thereof, few actually
visited archives. Participants mentioned that material was not available because it was
not digitized: “availability” is often taken to mean “digital availability.” The activity of
visiting physical archives is considered time-consuming and often inefficient.

Other challenges derive from archival search systems and cataloguing practices. Par-
ticipants mentioned they were not always allowed to operate search systems themselves
and had to work through an intermediary or if they had access systems turned out to
be difficult to operate. Additionally, material was not described or made accessible as
researchers expected due to the limited capacity of archives and libraries to extensively
catalogue material. This problem may be expected to become worse with the advent
of digitally born material. Even if material is accessible, copyright issues and the cost
of acquiring material are posing challenges to media studies researchers. Although tools
that support browsing and filtering are becoming available in libraries and archives [305],
these challenges underline the importance of support for gaining an overview of the avail-
able material on a topic and determining suitable selection criteria.

3http://academic.lexisnexis.com
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3.5 Conclusion
In this chapter we have investigated the research cycle of media studies researchers, a
group of humanities researchers that deals with various information types and technolo-
gies and on which few studies in information behavior have focused. In particular, we
have developed a model of the media studies research cycle that captures how research
activities relate to changes in the research questions of media studies researchers. We
found that information gathering and analysis activities are especially influential on re-
search outcomes and result in additional questions or a changed perspective in the re-
search questions of media studies researchers. Reasons identified are that media studies
researchers learn about the availability of material, discover trends in the material or gain
alternative views on a topic. To address this issue, in Chapter 5, we develop an interactive
information retrieval system aimed at supporting media studies researchers in gaining in-
sight in trends in the data and comparing alternative hypotheses. We evaluate the support
provided by this system and investigate how it effects the research questions of media
studies researchers.

Additionally, we found that media studies researchers turn to new information sources
for contextualization on the Web, e.g., blogs, fora, as well as a diverse set of sources ac-
cessible though individual search services, e.g., newspapers and archives. In the second
part of the thesis we investigate algorithms to support various types of contextualization.
That is, discovering records related to the same event or related events across archives in
Chapter 7 and finding a group of entities based on a common relation in Chapter 8 and 9.

Finally, we found that challenges of accessibility and discoverability of primary
source materials remain a concern as collections are distributed across various reposi-
tories, cataloging capacities are limited, and IR tools are difficult to use. In the next
chapter we address the issue of which source to consult and investigate how media stud-
ies researchers may benefit from various aggregated display styles in an interactive infor-
mation retrieval system.
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