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Researching publics in Datafied Societies: Insights from four Ap-

proaches to the Concept of ‘Publics’ and a (Hybrid) Research Agenda 

Jannie Møller Hartley, Mette Bengtsson, Anna Schjøtt Hansen and Morten Fisher Sivertsen

Introduction  

The notion of ‘the public’ is as well-known as it is elusive of exact definition. In everyday vocabu-

lary, it is most often used in reference to a collection of people – for example, the listening or 

protesting public – and carries normative ideals of the importance of the public in democratic 

society. Within academia, the concept itself and the process of the formation of publics have been 

and continue to be highly theorised across disciplines and in the wake of societal changes, 

leaving a multitude of different conceptualisations behind. Today, a new radically transforming 

force – the datafication of society – has become inescapable and poses new questions of how 

datafication af-fects the formation, development and cultivation of publics as well as how such 

data publics can and should be conceptualised. 

While the amount of data produced in societies historically have only increased 

through the development of different technologies that made it easier to collect data, the Big 

Data revolu-tion has intensified the pace of the datafication across today’s societies, to the 

point where the amount of data pertaining to each and every individual has never been more 

extensive, nor so individuated and relationally structured (Athique, 2018). As a result, the 

concept of datafication has gained increasing scholarly attention over the last decade and was 

initially conceptualised by Kenneth Cukier and Viktor Mayer-Schoenberger (2014) to describe 

how data has become a re-source that could be harvested through digital technologies, 

connotating a highly commercial logic as these data become a newfound economic resource. In 

continuation of this, Helen Kennedy, Thomas Poell and José van Dijck emphasised the 

processual nature of datafication when defining it as the ‘process of rendering into data aspects 

of the world not previously quantified’ (Kennedy et al., 2015:1). Datafication has also been 

approached as a pervasive ideology (van Dijck, 2014) or a colonisation of our lifeworld (Mejias 

and Couldry, 2019) to emphasise how datafication moves beyond simple practices of producing 

data; it rather changes multiple aspects of everyday life. In this paper, we lean on these previous 

definitions when understanding datafication as processes of quantification made possible 

through digitalisation, where aspects of human interaction are 



Published in: New Media and Society 2021 

2 

counted and made accessible as a new source of information that is both valuable within and 

fundamentally changing democratic practices in our mediated society. When studying the impact 

of datafication, we will actually go as far as to say that datafication can be compared to other all-

encompassing developments that have fundamentally changed our daily practices in a range of 

contexts – such as digitalisation, mediatisation and globalisation. The main concern of this paper 

is, therefore, to propose a research agenda of how we can meaningfully investigate the ways in 

which processes of datafication are transforming the formation of publics, what we in this paper 

conceptualise as ‘data publics’.  

The literature on datafication has already begun to problematise how datafication might 

affect the formation, cultivation and sustentation of publics (Holtzhausen, 2016), making claims 

about filter bubbles or echo chambers (Pariser, 2011; Colleoni et al., 2014; Flaxman et al., 2016). 

The trend towards algorithmically enabled personalisation, or the individualisation of content and 

news experiences, is also often at the centre of these critical perspectives on datafication (Just and 

Latzer, 2017). With audience measurements having their historic roots in the 1930s newsrooms 

(Naopli, 2010), media organisations have long relied on for example TV viewings, reader surveys 

or later ‘clicks’ in their practices as well as in how they imagined the audience. However, as Angelé 

Christin (2020) has  argued the algorithmically enhanced datafication of audiences  in the news-

room, , might possibly disrupt the cultivation of publics in news production. This disruption comes 

because of the rise of what she calls ‘algorithmic publics’, the granular representation of audiences 

in metrics, which makes the audience a persistent ‘collaborator’ in the newsrooms that must be 

taken into account by journalists and editors  (Christin, 2020: 76) and which as highlighted by Just 

and Latzer can be utilised to personalise the news distribution. Datafication, therefore, dissolves 

some of the traditional understandings of publics in classical media and journalism studies – for 

example, agenda setting becomes a more complex process of interaction between both mass media 

and network media, and journalistic selection or individual selection is now difficult to separate 

from algorithmic selection. Equally, it transforms the formation of audiences as these algorithms 

work invisibly to sort users into particular spaces by highlighting certain content, users and paths 

(Bodó, 2019). However, as Sonia Livingstone (2019) has rightly argued, audiences are represented 

as rather passive and inadequate in the accounts of datafication – defenceless victims of the power 

of media and algorithms. Thus, newer studies have begun to bring attention to the agency of users 

in their datafied practices by, for example, highlighting the different coping-tactics employed by 

users, or how they experience algorithms both positively and negatively as part of their everyday 

lives (Pink, et al., 2018; Hartley and Schwartz, 2020; Ytre-Arne and Moe, 2020). 
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Thus, the aim of this paper is to develop an integrated approach to investigate both how 

datafication changes these imagined or represented audiences (see e.g. Ang, 2002; Willig, 2010; 

Anderson, 2011; Turow and Draper, 2014) as well as the formation ‘actual’ audiences, and how 

these sometimes transform into actual publics that act in more deliberate manners as collective 

entities with political intensions. In the first part of the article, we review key understandings of 

public within digital media studies, audience studies and journalism studies. We focus on ap-

proaches concerned to some extent with media infrastructures and user agency as the backdrop 

for the cultivation and sustentation of publics relating.  Based on inductive readings of the papers 

focusing on their conceptualisation of publics,different scopes and inherent normative assump-

tions, we have categorized these into four overall approaches. This is donein a chronological man-

ner considering the societal and technological developments that might have sparked the specific 

empirical interest and scope. In the second part, we summarise and bring forward some analytical 

challenges that run through both classical and newer conceptualisations centred around questions 

of normativity, relativism, agency and power. In the last part, we propose a hybrid research agenda, 

with four entry points, that allows for empirical investigations into how publics form and develop 

in today’s datafied society – an approach we argue will demand both more holistic and interdisci-

plinary research designs. 

 

First approach: Publics as connection and civic cultures 

In continuation of the Habermasian conceptualisation of publics, Nick Couldry, Sonia Livingstone 

and Tim Markham (2007) introduced the concept of ‘public connection’ in their 2005–8 seminal 

UK study of media consumption and public engagement. Situated in media and audience studies, 

they define ‘public connection’ as the connection (via the media) to ‘public issues beyond purely 

private concerns’ (Couldry et al., 2007:3). Analytically, in the introduction, the authors argue for a 

distinction between private and public, where the public is understood as the sphere where com-

mon concerns are addressed and where decisions about the distribution of common resources are 

made in a world of limited, shared resources (Couldry et al., 2007). The study builds on a large 

body of material of both quantitative and qualitative analysis and shows how certain citizens are 

more connected to what the authors define as public issues than others. 

Numerous studies have applied the concept of public connection (see e.g. Coleman, 2004; 

Hovden and Moe, 2017; Swart et al., 2017), and it has proven a valuable framework for analysing 

and further conceptualising people’s mediated connections to politics. In a continuation of the 

work on public connection by Couldry et al., Anne Kaun (2012) has argued for defining public 

connection as sets of civic experiences rather than as predefined practices, focusing in particular 
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on public connection as orientation and less on acts as such. Experiences, she argues, are moments 

that are given specific meaning and, building on Dewey, describes these experimental moments as 

being: ‘under resistance and conflict, aspects and elements of self and the world that that are im-

plicated in this interaction qualify experience with emotions and ideas so that conscious intent 

emerges (Dewey 2005 [1930]: 36 in Kaun, 2012: 34). The question of what qualifies as an experi-

ence is solved by Kaun by looking specifically at those experiences that are political in some sense, 

referring to ‘individual understandings of one’s position in relation to others within the structures 

of democratic society’ (Kaun, 2012: 37). Politics is understood in only the very broadest sense, and 

the effort required by citizens also much less, putting emphasis on the identity-driven and cultural 

forms of citizenship.  

Equally focused on democratic citizenship and the broad definition of politics, we also 

find the concept of civic cultures, developed by Peter Dahlgren (2006). Civic agency thus has to 

do with ‘the subjective side of citizenship’, with how ‘one can see oneself as a citizen’ and with ‘a 

sense of belonging to – and perceived possibilities for participating in – societal development’ 

(Dahlgren and Olsson, 2007: 200). The idea of civic culture takes as its starting point the notion 

of citizens as social agents, and it asks what the cultural factors are behind such agency (or its 

absence). Civic cultures point to both the conditions and the manifestations of such participation; 

they are anchored in the mindsets and symbolic milieu of everyday life. A key assumption here is 

that a viable democracy must have an anchoring at the level of citizens’ lived experiences, personal 

resources and subjective dispositions (Dahlgren, 2005: 157-158). 

Hence in these latter conceptualisations, publics are not simply there and sustained by a 

connection to ‘matters of shared concern’ (i.e. shared by everyone) but are rather emerging and 

sustained in the processes of establishing and discussing what are matters of shared concern. Such 

negotiations and discussions situated in people’s everyday experiences are exactly the focus of the 

issue publics approaches. 
 

Second approach: Publics as pragmatic and issue solving spaces  

The interest in new forms of participation and broadening out the understanding of what 

counts as sites of democratic politics and legitimate publics was also taken up by scholars from the 

science and technologies studies tradition, foregrounding the materiality of such processes. Among 

those are Noortje Marres (2005), who brings forward the concept of issue publics. Echoing the 

Lippmann–Dewey debate on the evolving technological society, democracy and the public, Marres 

argues that a public does not exist without an issue but is called into existence by a common 

interest among strangers in a specific issue – also summarised in the catchy title ‘No issue, no 
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public’ (Marres, 2005). This is a quite radical position, leaving Habermas with his rational and free 

discussion in the corner; instead of studying democracy through political subjects and political 

processes, Marres argues that politics and public participation should be understood from a prag-

matic position through peoples’ joint interests in political objects (issues) and their results. Some 

of Marres’s basic assumptions are that people do not relate to politics in abstract ways but are 

trigged by specific issues closely connected to their everyday life (Marres, 2005: 14). Furthermore, 

she argues that a lack of high-quality information is not an obstacle for peoples’ participation but 

is actually an enabling condition for democratic politics (Marres, 2005: 7). Hence, the primary 

condition for the emergence of a public is an institutional blindness towards an issue; publics are 

only needed when the communal mode of problem-solving does not work – when no one else 

cares about the issue (Marres, 2005: 7). The normative goal for the emerged issue public is to 

assemble an institutional arrangement (Marres, 2005: 11). 

A critique of the inherent normativity criteria around who can participate and the advocacy 

for bottom-up understandings of publics is also found in the work of Andreas Birkbak (2013, 

2016), who is also specifically interested in online fora as new sites of democracy. With an empirical 

study of Facebook groups debating a snowstorm and the lack of response by local authorities, he 

illustrates that trying to keep ‘biased’ private interests out of online publics or disqualifying publics 

that seem to contain bias as ‘echo chambers’ might make it difficult to see and understand the 

dynamics that spark publics into being (Birkbak, 2013). He argues that the Habermasian lens over-

looks the more concrete manifestations of publics as they occur when emphasising an ideal way 

to connect. Hence, a move to a Deweyan understanding of publics, however, shifts the criteria for 

when a public is a public from free, open, rational debate over the common good to the articulation 

of indirect harmful consequences. In this perspective, only one of the last Facebook groups in 

Birkbak’s study qualified as a public in the Deweyan sense because only this group articulated their 

snowstorm trouble as a public issue. According to Birkbak, what matters is the development of a 

sense of community during the interaction between the people concerned about the issue. This 

focus on community and identity perspectives is developed further by scholars particularly inter-

ested in the affordances of the new digital platforms.  

 

Third approach: Publics as networked spaces of digital interaction 

Alongside the rise of what is often referred to as Web 2.0 and multiple new media platforms (e.g. 

social media sites), an academic interest in the digital or online formation and conceptualisation of 

publics also emerged. As Birkbak (2013) notes, the usage of the term ‘publics’ has now been trans-
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ferred into the field of digital media studies and become a way of thinking about the online activ-

ities that take place on, for example, social media sites, which previously have been thought about 

more in terms of, for example, cyberspace or communities. 

One of the earliest conceptualisations that arose to distinctly describe a new form of pub-

lics was networked publics (boyd, 2008, 2010; Ito, 2008). As first defined by Ito (2008), ‘[t]he term 

networked publics references a linked set of social, cultural, and technological developments that 

have accompanied the growing engagement with digitally networked media’ (p. 2). Such changes 

have allowed for increasing many-to-many or peer-to-peer communication that differs from, but 

does not replace, the previously predominant one-to-many communication of mass media (Ito, 

2008). Elaborating on how new affordances of networked technologies as a restructuring force 

enable new forms of engagement, they also emphasise how the concept of networked publics – 

contrary to the more passive terms, such as ‘audience’ – foregrounds a more ‘engaged stance’ as 

users can become producers and ‘reactors, (re)makers and (re)distributors of content’ (boyd, 2010; 

Ito, 2008: 3). Hence, what remains the key interest in this concept is how networked technologies 

restructure publics through distinct affordances that shape which forms of participation arise and 

how participation unfolds (boyd, 2010: 39). As boyd (2008, 2010) argues, networked publics are 

to be seen as a specific form of mediated public, which both share characteristics with non-medi-

ated and other mediated publics but are also unique due to the structural affordances of the net-

worked technologies – persistence, searchability, replicability and scalability – which are not typi-

cally present in face-to-face public life or become amplified in comparison to past media technol-

ogies. Networked publics are, therefore, to be understood as ‘simultaneously a space and a collec-

tion of people’ – the structural affordances of the space and the imagined community that emerges 

at the intersection of use and technology (boyd, 2010: 41). The empirical scope, particularly repre-

sented by the work of boyd, is to ethnographically explore the different restructuring properties 

inherent to networked technologies and how the networked participation unfolds on specific social 

media sites and the role it plays in the life of teenagers and their identity formation (boyd, 2008, 

2011). In her analysis, she also foregrounds the new dynamics that emerge as a result of these 

affordances and that participants must learn to cope with. These are ‘invisible audiences’, ‘collapsed 

contexts’ and ‘the blurring of public and private’ because the previous private social interactions 

between users are moved into a public sphere for others to witness (boyd, 2008: 124).  

This focus on how the networked technologies are creating new forms of ‘publicness’, and 

the potential privacy concerns that follow with that, is echoed by Jan-Hinrik Schmidt (2014), who 

has more recently proposed the somewhat oxymoronic term ‘personal publics’ as a way to define 

the new forms of publics that have emerged as a result of the new communicative spaces offered 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IcMJ7P
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IcMJ7P
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zi63OE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zi63OE
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by social network sites, including platforms such as Facebook and YouTube and in different forms 

of blog environments online (Schmidt, 2014). He defines personal public ‘as an ideal type of com-

municative space, defined – and placed in contrast to the “traditional” publics afforded by jour-

nalistic mass media’ (Schmidt, 2014: 4). What characterises personal publics is that information is 

selected based on personal relevance criteria, not journalistic ones, that they address an explicitly 

networked audience and that the communication is carried out in a conversational mode (Schmidt, 

2014: 4). These characteristics can be identified in analytical dimensions – ‘technological features 

and affordances; social and textual relations; and shared rules’ – which structure the communicative 

space and actions of users (Schmidt, 2014: 4). As with boyd, Schmidt brings forward two new 

dynamics that arise with personal publics, the first being how different actors, such as activists, 

politicians and companies, can also utilise these structural affordances to distribute information 

while avoiding the classic journalistic gatekeeper. Furthermore, users can equally choose to follow 

journalistic media that have adapted to this new actor in the media environment, creating their 

own personal media outlet – both dynamics that change the formation of public opinion in society. 

These new possibilities for citizens or politicians to control the flow of information is also central 

to another networked approaches, namely the concepts of ‘ad hoc issue publics’ or ‘hashtag pub-

lics’  (Bruns et al., 2016; Bruns and Burgess, 2015, 2011; Burgess et al., 2015). These conceptuali-

sations emerge from the dynamics of Twitter, where the platform-specific affordance of hashtags 

makes possible the coordination of such ad hoc issue publics as they become ‘means of coordinating 

a distributed discussion among large numbers of users, who do not need to be connected through 

existing follower networks’ (Bruns and Burgess, 2015: 2). Twitter, contrary to both other social 

media (Facebook, for example, demands mutual acceptance of friendship) and classic media, has 

no top-down structures that control the flow of information, which means it enables almost instant 

interaction. It is this exact feature which affords the formation of publics on an ad hoc basis: ‘Even 

online, news stories must be written, edited, and published; commentary pages must be set up; 

potential participants must be invited to join the group. Twitter’s user-generated system of 

hashtags condenses such processes to an instant, and its issue publics can indeed form virtually ad 

hoc, the moment they are needed’ (Bruns and Burgess, 2011: 7). Thus, publics are multiple and 

emergent in relation to emerging issues or acute events, reminiscent of a Deweyan understanding 

of publics, rather than pre-existing social groups or a public sphere (Burgess et al., 2015).  

  

Fourth approach: Publics as calculated  and manageable entities 

Following the increasing application of data and algorithms across societal functions, the field of 

critical data studies emerged (see Iliadis and Russo, 2016). This has also led  to more critical views 
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of how  algorithmic curation and representation might be affecting the formation and cultivation 

of publics as they increasingly become highly calculated entities that can be utilised for calculated 

purposes to help produce certain outcomes or enable certain agendas. For example, Gillespie 

(2014) critically describes how the opaque curation logics of algorithms are increasingly producing 

what he terms ‘calculated publics’, which are publics that do not exist until they are calculated, and 

where only the platforms know exactly what a membership to that public entails. Using the exam-

ples of Amazon and Facebook, Gillespie argues that the algorithms invoke specific publics, such 

as ‘customers like you’ and ‘friends, and friends of friends’. However, these categories, or publics, 

are not transparent; rather, these ‘algorithmically generated groups may overlap with, be an inexact 

approximation of, or have nothing whatsoever to do with the publics that the user sought out’ 

(Gillespie, 2014: 188). This conceptualisation also makes calculated publics different to Ito’s and 

boyd’s networked publics, where algorithms merely shape the interactions of the participants using 

the platforms through their technical affordances as calculated publics are produced without any 

agency of the users themselves (Gillespie, 2014). Bruns and Burgess (2015) also later adapt their 

conceptualisation of ad hoc publics on Twitter and argue that ad hoc publics are now increasingly 

becoming calculated publics as publics are no longer merely coordinated through user-driven 

hashtags. Instead, publics are now calculated, produced and driven by algorithmic curation and 

their approximation to trending topics. Gillespie’s concern with these algorithmic publics is related 

to the opaqueness of their selections, which are often unveiled trade secrets, but also how algo-

rithmic logics of relevance spill over into other parts of our lives outside the digital realm and 

transform valuations or actions in our everyday lives. 

Following this more critical engagement with the formation of publics, Zeynep Tufekci 

(2014) has begun to conceptualise the changes in political campaigning where the rise of big data 

and computational methods has created the possibility for such campaigns to strategically engage 

in ‘engineering the public’. Tufekci is interested in how the affordances of new big data infrastruc-

tures and modelling can be utilised by humans to serve different calculated political purposes in 

order to tilt voters to their favour using individualised targeting. This differs from previous ways 

of targeting voters, which had to be based on the average ideas of target groups, like ‘the soccer 

moms’, as these groups are no longer approximations but based on algorithmic calculations, which 

can be targeted with individual messages  (Tufekci, 2014: 8–9). The effect this might have on the 

public sphere is the primary concern of Tufecki, as she states that ‘Computational politics turns 

political communication into an increasingly personalized, private transaction and thus fundamen-

tally reshapes the public sphere, first and foremost by making it less and less public as these ap-

proaches can be used to both profile and interact individually with voters outside the public sphere’ 
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(Tufekci, 2014: 4). This concern with the calculability of publics, in both practical and more ma-

nipulative terms, is for both authors grounded in the opacity and unaccountableness of algorithms, 

which create an ‘information asymmetry’, and how this also enables a shift of power, where the 

brokers of data gain an increasingly powerful role in steering political conversations either in ser-

vice of political campaigns or for their own commercial benefit. 

 

Summarising and comparing the four  approaches 

In the table below, we summarise and compare the four approaches. The first column contains an 

overview of the key concepts, the theorists and the main contributions initiating the approach; the 

second column focuses on the empirical spark and scope, which is often closely connected to 

societal developments in general; the third column recapitulates common inherent assumptions; 

and the fourth column points to how the theory normatively evaluates the consequences of the 

current changes for the cultivation of vibrant and engaged publics.  

 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

 
Conceptual discussion: Platform determinism and challenges of datafication 

Having reviewed the literature, we want to discuss why the platform centrism that characterises 

the conceptualisations of publics in digital media studies must be challenged; and, as a bridge to 

finally presenting our future research agenda, we also position ourselves in relation to two discus-

sions that have reoccurred across the approaches, namely the discussions of relativism and 

power/agency. 

  

Normativity vs relativism 

In some of the digital approaches, we have noticed that the concept of publics is used in-

stead of related and perhaps more accurate concepts such as, for example, audiences, segments or 

communities, and without further reflections or arguments for choosing to do so. For example, 

one can ask if Gillespie’s calculated public qualifies as a public. With concrete examples such as 

‘customers like you’ and ‘friends, and friends of friends’, Gillespie’s understanding of publics is 

primarily a commercial and not a political construct, not even in the broadest sense, although it 

might become so later on or overlap with publics that have similar intentions amd come together 

around a common issue. The same goes for Christin’s algorithmic publics that might be a powerful 

metric, guiding, constraining and controlling journalists at work but not an intentional, collective 

entity. In using ‘publics’ as in some of the digital approaches, combining ‘publics’ with a data-
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related adjective, and not giving further insights into what extent the concept differs from other 

related concepts, we see a risk for potentially diluting the concept. 

In our understanding, being a public takes more than a gathering of a crowd of people, 

physically or algorithmically. To qualify as a public, we argue that the crowd of people must (to 

some extent): 1) gather around a common issue of interest, 2) develop an understanding of a com-

mon position and political intention/action (in the broadest sense) and 3) make this position and 

political intention/action relevant in a political, democratic system. In this understanding, we are 

more in line with some of the conceptualisations in the second and third approach, for example, 

Marres (2010) and her concept of publicity. According to Marres, the normative goal for the 

emerged issue public is to assemble an institutional arrangement, which means that the issue public 

must not only emerge but also find the resources to deal with the issue and interpellate with rele-

vant political institutions on the necessary level – local, regional, national or international (Marres, 

2005: 11). Unfortunately, Marres does not elaborate further on the specific dynamics of this pro-

cess, and in today’s datafied society, we envision that publicity might be an even more complex 

process. 

  

Power and agency 

This leads to the related discussions of power and agency. What characterises the digital publics 

approaches is the non-elitist view of publics, drawing lines back to Dewey’s publics emerging as a 

consequence of a concern with a specific issue and the envisioned democratic possibilities of these 

new media, which is particularly linked to the bottom-up structure of digital media, allowing voices 

to organise in a manner that circumvents traditional top-down communicative structures, such as 

those offered by traditional mass media. As phrased by Birkbak (2013), the normative hope is that 

the connectivity of the web makes it easier for issue publics to form (p. 28). Digital media studies 

primarily touch on the question of agency, power and the conflict in this overall manner, and the more 

concrete workings still need to be studied in a hybrid media setting. In this connection, we suggest 

distinguishing between communicative practices and communicative drivers, thus maintaining a focus on 

how they influence each other in a dialectic process. This is to some extent a rearticulation of the 

classical dichotomy between actors and structures, though recognising that some of the traditional 

structures are now also regarded as being actors. For example, some now consider the technolog-

ical infrastructure as an active participant in actually (re)structuring, coordinating or producing 

publics – from a radical perspective to a point where infrastructures are forming publics without 

intention or even awareness of the audiences in this process. However, by focusing narrowly on 

the workings of algorithms, however relevant this focus might be, we risk reducing the users to 
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mere robots, and here, the long history of audience research has taught us about many forms of 

agency in everyday practices. Newer studies are pointing to algorithmic resistance (see e.g. Treré, 

2018; Velkova and Kaun, 2019), for example, highlighting the audiences’ agency in the form of 

coping tactics in the datafied everyday life (Hartley and Schwartz, 2020). As pointed out by Ken-

nedy et al. (2015), questions about agency have been overshadowed by a focus on oppressive 

techno-commercial strategies such as data mining. Like Nick Couldry and Allison Powell (2014) 

we would like to call for more attention to discussions of agency than theories of algorithmic 

power, or data power, have thus far made possible. As we see it, we need more nuanced analysis 

of who can make their voices heard and have the skills and media literacy to push certain publics 

further or even spark new ones into being. 

In the process of forming and making a public accepted and heard in the wider society, 

potential power dynamics in a datafied society should also be recognised and explored. In this, 

more traditional power dynamics, such as position, status, job, education, literacy, rhetorical com-

petences and the role of media, journalism and gatekeeping, must be explored and combined with 

some of the newer power dynamics, such as digital literacy and understanding digital and datafied 

mechanisms, for example, metrics, algorithms, filter bubbles, digital infrastructure etc., and the 

interconnection of both traditional and newer power dynamics. In this regard, Philip Napoli’s Au-

dience Evolution (2010) and James Webster’s The Marketplace of Attention (2014) can serve as valuable 

points of departures. While some of the digital media theorists are critical towards journalism and 

what journalists can do to cultivate publics (see e.g. Schmidt, 2014) and his understanding of jour-

nalistic gatekeeping), we still regard mass media and journalism as core players in this. 

 

A hybrid research agenda and four analytical entry points 

Recognising that public formation is a complex process that transgresses classical divides such as 

online/offline, public/private, public/network media, and so on, still, most research questions in 

the field of digital media studies are centred around specific social platforms or media platforms 

and how these either afford, enable, coordinate, (re)structure, produce or can be used to engineer 

or represent publics. boyd, for example, understands networked publics as the same as other me-

diated and non-mediated publics but focuses solemnly on the uniqueness of Myspace (boyd, 2008) 

and later also Facebook (boyd, 2011). Equivalently, Bruns and Burgess (2011) characterise social 

media as a part of a greater media ecology but delimit their study by solemnly looking at Twitter. 

Schmidt, as boyd, relates the specific afforded public of social media to other mediated publics, 

such as those of mass media, but does not explore the relation further as to how these spaces are 
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part of a bigger media ecology – a media ecology that is also compromised by spaces and infra-

structures, both digital and physical. 

While these different conceptualisations from the digital era all bring crucial elements to a 

future theorisation of publics (e.g. bringing attention to the data-driven affordances of newer me-

dia), and boyd (2010) openly declares that it is not her errand ‘to resolve the different discursive 

threads around the notion of publics’ (p. 41), platform centrism is somehow problematic to con-

tinue in future studies because it upholds a divide between classical dichotomies as new and old 

media and online and offline activity. We argue that this multi-sided and interdisciplinary approach 

is essential because of the complex nature of datafication, which, as described, is an all-encom-

passing infiltrator that cannot be isolated as an object of study linked to one media or practice. 

Rather, datafication must be studied across and at the intersections between the affected practices 

and the key drivers in the transformation of publics.  

Like Andrew Chadwick, we want to draw close attention to how ‘[p]ower in the hybrid 

media system is exercised by those who are successfully able to create, tap, or steer information 

flows in ways that suit their goals and in ways that modify, enable or disable others agency, across 

and between a range of older and newer media settings’ (Chadwick, 2013: 207). This quote illus-

trates how technologies might reinforce or challenge existing power relations, making an important 

argument for a research agenda attentive to the interplay between user engagement and techno-

logical infrastructures in their many facets. This hybridity is even more important since both news 

and the wider cultural consumption is today ‘inherently cross-media’ (Schrøder, 2011), and since 

tie strength determines media use in relationships as expressed in media multiplexity theory (Hay-

thornthwaite, 2005) 

As hinted at above, we suggest viewing agency and power in a relational frame, recognising 

how the agency of the material actors of algorithms and other technological infrastructures must 

also be considered. The importance of sensitising one’s approach to hybridity, Chadwick (2013) 

argues, is that ‘hybridity offers a powerful mode of thinking about media and politics because it 

foregrounds complexity, interdependence, and transition’ (4). Contrary to Chadwick, whose inter-

est is in describing and theorising the media system and leaving the formation of publics outside 

the primary scope, we argue that the same emphasis on hybridity must also be made in relation to 

the formation of publics given the complexity of the hybrid and datafied media environment in 

which publics emerge, thereby analytically dissolving more than the old/new media divide. We 

therefore argue that the premise of hybridity must be taken more seriously and that thus future 

analyses should focus on and analytically engage with the intersections between these differing 
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media settings (the hybrid media environment), the algorithmic mechanisms, the data infrastruc-

tures of these settings and audiences’ offline and online engagement practices rather than begin-

ning the investigation from the standpoint of a specific medium or a physical space.  

The proposed research agenda also recognises that one cannot account for all the different 

facets of datafication in one study; rather, the argument must be illustrated through a string of in-

depth empirical investigations exploring key dynamics and illustrating the hybridity in different 

ways, with each investigation remaining connected to this umbrella research agenda. Building on the 

discussion of the conceptualisations of publics, we suggest a research agenda which is attentive to 

the following:  

  

●  The hybrid media environment for the formation of publics 

●  The interplay between user agency and  data  infrastructures and affordances (algorith-

mic mechanisms) 

●  The interplay between online and offline contexts 

●  The processes of public formation and cultivation (bottom-up and top-down) 

●  Power and the conflict in the analysis of public formation 

  

In taking up this research agenda, we suggest four different analytical entry points, illustrated in 

Figure 1, focusing on the various interplays between the data  infrastructures and affordances and 

the modes of audience engagement.  

 

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE 

 

In the figure we have suggested that a study of the datafication of publics choose various 

entry-points – a focus of the study – but we also argue that this entry point is situated in the 

interplay between what we call different drivers of datafication. The purpose of this manoeuvre is 

to avoid media or platform centricism or for example not taking into account audience agency by 

only focusing on infrastructures. Thus the first entry point suggests studying the interplay between 

the data  infrastructures and the journalistic media (i.e. how the quantifying logics and affordances  

are built into the infrastructures of news distribution developed and used by journalistic media (or 

by tech platforms or other drivers). With data infrastructures we mean both material and immate-

rial infrastructures, such as servers, database structures, data analytics, the material cables or the 

markets that regulate the data infrastructures. Inspiration can be found in nnewer adaptions of 

media systems analysis that focus on ‘digital communication systems’ (Flensburg and Lai, 2020) as 
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they encompass digital infrastructures, markets (also in the business of profiting from publics), and 

policies that regulate them.  Theoretically, inspiration can also be found in infrastructure studies 

and platform studies  (for a useful overview, see Plantin et al., 2018).  

The second entry point, in turn, focuses on the interplay between journalistic media and 

what we label algorithmic mechanisms, and which are most often concretely manifested in coded 

content such as website design, apps, affordances on social media etc. Here we suggest studying 

the use of algorithms in the newsroom in terms of the personalisation, selection and circulation of 

content. Such an analysis would map out how algorithmic logics in the interplay with journalistic 

logics and practices bring or inhibit publics into being, maybe even cultivate specific publics, such 

as hyper local publics. Useful for the work of mapping out these data infrastructures is the research 

on platform mechanisms by José van Dijck, Thomas Poell and Martijn de Waal (2018), who de-

scribe platform mechanisms (in the context of journalism and news) as ‘the outcome of algorithmic 

filtering processes, congruent with economic models’ (p. 32) and as a consequence of this consist-

ing of three interrelated mechanisms, namely ‘datafication’, ‘commodification’ and ‘selection’.  

The third analytical entry point explores the interplay between the algorithmic mechanisms 

,  and the ways that user practices form or sustain publics – thus investigating how user practices 

and Kaun’s civic experiences are transformed by processes of datafication . In doing this, we sug-

gest drawing on the work of Robert Asen (2004), which argues for different modes of citizenship, 

and the work of Anne Kaun (2012) and public connection as civic experiences, looking specifically 

at how this interplay enables or constrains citizens in their understanding of themselves in relation 

to political and technological structures. Furthermore, what we take from the conceptual discus-

sions above is the importance of the conflict and power perspective for an analysis of this interplay.  

The fourth entry point suggests an analytical focusing on the interplay between modes of 

citizenship (online and offline), including the broader patterns of cultural consumption and the 

data structures  (e.g., how various publics are sustained or challenged by infrastructures of media 

platforms, including journalistic media and the datafication of these). Surveys or more digital meth-

ods capturing both new and old media practices are possible ways to approach such an investiga-

tion, paying close attention to both bottom-up and top-down processes of public formation..  

 

Conclusion  

In this paper, we put forward a new hybrid research agenda for studying the formation of publics 

in a datafied era. Rooting the discussion in the classical theories, we review and discuss a range of 

more recent contributions from digital media studies focused on the possibilities for public for-

mation that come with social media platforms and newer technologies. After examining specific 
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kinds of publics – that is, ‘networked publics’, ‘ad hoc publics’, ‘hashtag publics’, ‘personal publics’, 

‘calculated publics’ and ‘engineer publics’ – we claim that these studies contribute with valuable 

insight into the affordances of digital network media but that the initial fascination with the pos-

sibilities of social media and new technologies results in a platform-centric orientation that limits 

the development of a more holistic theory on how publics form in a datafied societies. In the 

conceptualisations of publics in the digital era, publics emerge primarily in the interplay and as a 

result of technology and digital infrastructure (whether algorithms or specific platform af-

fordances), embracing algorithms and technological infrastructures as key drivers in public for-

mation. Furthermore, in the endeavour to highlight the novelty and new technological affordances 

offered by, for example, Twitter hashtags and Facebook groups in the formation of publics, the 

role of traditional media in the digital era was at worst forgotten or at best ignored or footnoted, 

thereby equally backgrounding questions of user agency and the engagement of the citizens or 

participants.  

Today, datafication plays a role in almost every process in public formation, both offline 

and online. To better understand and more fully conceptualise this, we have suggested conducting 

studies from four different analytical entry points, focusing on various interplays between the tech-

nological infrastructures and affordances and the modes of engagement that all place the researcher 

at the intersection between key practices and drivers. We have also argued for a hybrid research 

agenda, thereby foregrounding complexity, interdependence and transition while avoiding the 

sometimes-rigid analytical distinctions between private/public and offline/online. Instead, we 

point towards the constant conflictual negotiations in and around publics. We have, with this re-

search agenda, argued for a systematic critical analysis of the various ways datafication challenges 

such negotiations of ‘publicness’, the modes of citizenship, by posing analytical questions to ex-

plore the intentionality in the interplay between users and technological infrastructures. We hope 

that we have paved at least a small path forward for future research to provide more evidence on 

these questions and further illuminate how and the extent to which publics are formed and culti-

vated in datafied societies.    
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