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In the digital age, calls for transparency
and openness as well as for privacy and
confidentiality prevail: Struggles for visi-
bility occur simultaneously with conflicts
regarding invisibility and hidden battles
for power and privileges of interpretation.
Concerns about a loss of digital self-deter-
mination exist, justlike those regarding the
“right to be forgotten” or the right to be-
come invisible and unseen. While the idea
ofa“transparentuser” —as the ultimate no-
tion of (in)voluntary visibility — has caused
a broad outcry in society and in scientific
debates a few years ago (Palfrey & Gasser,
2008), the discussion has shifted toward
considerations of Internet governance and
regulation (Camenisch, Fischer-Hiibner, &
Hansen, 2015). Brighenti (2010, p. 109) has
pointed out that visibility has long been
one of the key aspects “associated with
the public sphere” and that in today’s dig-
itized publics, the “project of democracy
can no longer be imagined without taking
into account visibility and its outcomes”
(Brighenti, 2010, p. 189). Visibility and
invisibility, along with their societal out-
comes, are increasingly being discussed
and analyzed, as they are becoming im-
portant dimensions in the accurate de-
scription and explanation of digital com-
munication. They can be addressed with
regard to individuals and institutions (e. g.,
their ability to speak, their power, or opin-
ion leadership, etc.), structures and pro-
cesses (e.g., in terms of becoming visible
or making visible), and data and informa-
tion (e.g., their accessibility and compre-
hensibility, or their exploitation).

While the original meaning of visi-
bility is closely related to spatiotemporal
proximity and the human senses, especial-
ly the visual sense, this link is effectively
dissolved in the digital space (Thompson,

ooce

2005). “Digital visibility” refers to percep-
tibility as the likelihood of being ‘seen’ in
the sense of being noticeable (this under-
standing is closest to the original under-
standing), in being heard or noticed, or
in the sense of being respected or recog-
nized. This distinction points to at least
three different levels of visibility, which
have been discussed in varying degrees in
different fields of communication and me-
dia studies.

The first level refers to what Leonardi
and Treem (2020, p. 12, emphasis added
by the authors) define as “the sociomate-
rial performance of the behavior of peo-
ple, collectives, technological devices, or
nature in a format that can be observed
by third parties through minimal effort’.
It is also evident, for example, when stud-
ies look at whether and how actors (e.g.,
journalists, scientists, politicians, teach-
ers, media outlets, corporations, political
institutions, etc.) seek — intentionally or
unintentionally — visibility or invisibility
or become potentially recognizable (e.g.,
Bock & Probst, 2018; Cruz, 2017; Flyver-
bom, Leonardi, Stohl, & Stohl, 2016; Karls-
son, 2011; Wilhelm, Stehle, & Detel, 2021).
Stohl, Stohl, and Leonardi (2016, p. 125)
shed light on actors’ (strategic) handling
of visibility by analyzing it as “(1) the
availability of information, (2) approval to
share information, and (3) the accessibility
of information to third parties”.

The first level is also often linked to
“visibility as presence” in traditional me-
dia, which refers to “being noticed” or “be-
ing heard” by the media (e.g., Bantima-
roudis, Zyglidopoulos, & Symeou, 2010).
Likewise, media presence itself reveals
connections to the second level: For ex-
ample, opportunities for the second level
(“being heard” by others) open up when

https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2021.01.006
© 2021, the authors. This work is licensed under the “Creative Commons Attribution —
NonCommercial — NoDerivatives 4.0 International” license (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).


www.seismoverlag.ch
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2021.01.006
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en

94 Brantner & Stehle, Guest Editorial / Studies in Communication Sciences 21.1(2021), pp. 93-98

someone or something is present in the
media. Research on media content and
media use can also be situated at the inter-
face between the first and second levels,
for example, regarding media salience,
awareness, attention, or prominence of an
object or content (e. g., Kiousis, 2004).

The third level is often discussed in
research on diversity or inequality, which
focuses on “being recognized” or “be-
ing respected”. This research addresses
structures, conditions, and constraints
of equality or inequality, especially with
regard to gender issues or diversity. Dahl-
berg (2018) associates visibility with con-
ceptions of the public sphere for which
mutual recognition and participatory
equality (among others) are normative re-
quirements. Meanwhile, Brighenti (2007)
points to the close association of visibili-
ty to social recognition and to visibility as
empowerment. Furthermore, the author
defines recognition as one of two possible
outcomes of visibility, with the other being
control.

These examples demonstrate that the
three levels of digital visibility are by no
means unrelated. Rather, they are often
closely linked to one another and may
even merge to a certain extent. According-
ly, defining visibility is not straightforward,;
and the conception is to some extent one
of emphasis and nomenclature. Further-
more, the concept of “visibility” is linked
to other concepts, such as “transparency”
(Stohl et al., 2016) or “legitimacy” (Koop-
mans, 2004). In his work on social move-
ments and the recognition of their caus-
es and aims by the “mainstream” public
sphere, Koopmans (2004) defines visibility
as a precondition of legitimacy. In such a
definition, visibility is located at the sec-
ond level, among the three levels men-
tioned. However, other authors, such as
Brighenti (2007) and Dahlberg (2018), de-
fine legitimacy or recognition as a form of
visibility. As expected, research has indeed
shown that visibility at the first two levels
does not necessarily lead to visibility at
the third level (e.g., Brantner, Lobinger, &
Stehling, 2020).

In summary, the different concepts fo-
cus on visibility and/or invisibility in var-

ious ways with respect to the three levels.
These also incorporate the characteris-
tics of digital communication in different
ways (e.g., with regard to objects, agents,
or technological contexts of digital (in)
visibility). All these aspects, when com-
bined, make it difficult to take a systemat-
ic look at the field. This is exacerbated by
the fact that related studies are scattered
across various research fields in commu-
nication and media studies. Therefore,
this Thematic Section aims to present cut-
ting-edge research on visibility and invisi-
bility in digital communication, especially
those that take up the three levels of digital
visibility in various forms.

The articles gathered in this Thematic
Section contribute to the burgeoning field
of visibility research in communication
and media studies. These works shall pro-
vide the ground for further discussions and
studies on the social, cultural, and political
conditions, patterns, and implications of
online visibility and invisibility. They en-
compass both classical and new fields of
research regarding (in)visibility, such as
research on inequality, diversity, and rep-
resentation, as well as research on science
communication and location-based apps.
Three authors take the more theoretical
and/or conceptual approach by review-
ing the literature on their specific topics:
Claudia Wilhelm on gendered (in)visibili-
ty, Darryl A. Pieber on locative media and
social accessibility, and Julia Metag on the
tension between visibility and invisibility
in science communication. Three authors
use empirical data to reveal new insights
into (in)visibility in digital communication
contexts, namely, Christine Linke and Eliz-
abeth Prommer on the diversity of media
representation and production culture,
and Dafne Calvo on inequalities in online
communities in Spain.

Claudia Wilhelm strives to character-
ize gendered digital visibility based on a
literature review of gender and feminist
research as well as of communication and
media studies. She focuses on women’s
participation in digital communication
(especially on social media), on the role
gender plays in digital media environ-
ments, and on aspects that drive or inhibit
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women’s digital visibility. Wilhelm identi-
fies the representation and integration of
all genders, gender norms, and power rela-
tions as sub-dimensions of digital visibili-
ty, thus primarily addressing the third vis-
ibility level. She particularly draws upon
the example of the #MeToo movement
and proposes a taxonomy of research
based on the patterns of replication, re-
inforcement, and resilience. These pat-
terns show how the role played by gender
in digital media environments is framed
in the literature reviewed. By replication,
Wilhelm refers to the process of analyzing
digital visibility against the background of
(non-diverse) binary gender conceptions
from the offline world, such as regarding
the integration of women in discussions,
while the reinforcement pattern points to
characteristics of digital media environ-
ments that amplify gendered inequalities
(e.g., anonymity, invisibility, etc.). The lit-
erature assigned to the resilience pattern,
meanwhile, addresses empowerment and
aspects that foster the visibility and inclu-
sion of all genders in digital media envi-
ronments. Thus, Wilhelm shows how the
literature deals with the digital visibility
of women and how the interplay between
technological aspects and social norms
can be explored.

In his paper on locative media apps,
Darryl Pieber links visibility to Simmel’s
(1992, 1955) concept of “social accessibil-
ity”. The author states that social accessi-
bility, defined as the ability to be reached
by others, is only possible when a person
is visible. Thus, he first addresses the first
visibility level but later extends it to the
third level. Pieber reviews and synthesizes
the existing literature, which regards the
ways in which people use location-based
media apps to manage their social acces-
sibility and, therefore, their visibility in
the urban environment. Using a narrow
definition, Pieber further focuses on loca-
tion-based apps that utilize the location
coordinates of users’ mobile devices and
present them with information about their
surroundings. The author points out that
while these apps are being increasingly
used, the non-use by certain groups, the
biases embedded in the algorithms, or

the unwillingness of people to squeeze
themselves into categories set by the app
lead to the invisibility of certain people
and groups. These aspects can even rein-
force racial and social divides by prevent-
ing people from developing what is called
an “indifference to difference” (Tonkiss,
2005) in urban spaces. However, both visi-
bility and invisibility within these apps are
associated with certain downsides. While
being invisible entails the risk of being
further marginalized, being visible also
carries the risks of potential surveillance.
Pieber concludes that the existing stud-
ies show that location-based apps have a
tendency to oversimplify or filter out dif-
ferences among their urban users — pro-
cesses in which existing manifestations of
racism and prejudice are reinforced and
solidified. Following Young (1986), Pieber
argues that making the complexity of dif-
ferences invisible is “anti-urban”.
Scientific findings, along with the peo-
ple behind them, are being increasingly
placed under the watchful public eye or
are being asked to be made publicly visi-
ble. In her work, Julia Metag addresses and
theoretically models the tensions that ac-
company science communication in dig-
ital contexts. She demonstrates how sci-
ence communication research focuses on
public visibility, which is particularly un-
derstood as media presence (and thus pri-
marily addressing the second visibility lev-
el), but often forgets to consider tensions
and divergences that accompany it (e.g.,
between journalistic and scientific logic).
In her analysis, the author first makes a
distinction between the visibility of sci-
entific knowledge and that of scientists as
actors. Then, she further distinguishes be-
tween two reference systems of such visi-
bility: that of the science system itself and
that of the public. In doing so, she shows
how different tensions arise depending
on visibility and frame of reference. Based
on a discussion of key paradigms of sci-
ence communication research, Metag
concludes her work by addressing three
concerns: the consequences of visibility in
digital media environments for scientists
and scientific knowledge, the process in
which visibility can be strategically man-
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aged, and where the limits of strategic visi-
bility management might lie.

Christine Linke’s and Elizabeth Prom-
mer’s contribution is one of the two empir-
ical analyses of visibility in the Thematic
Section. Like the contributions of Wil-
helm, Pieber, and Calvo, Linke and Prom-
mer address the visibility of difference as
they discuss and analyze the visibility of
diverse people in German audio-visual
programs, with a focus on gender portray-
als in fictional and non-fictional German
TV productions. In their work, the authors
explore visibility before and behind the
screen, scrutinizing both the media pro-
duction level and the media product level,
and are concerned with representation-
al visibility, thus addressing the first and
second visibility levels, respectively. They
base their study on gender theory and in-
tersectionality theory and conceptualize
visibility as an intersectionality dimen-
sion. The authors’ perspective combines
the normative goal of achieving equality
with the deconstructivist interpretation
of their findings against the background
of societal and media power structures,
culminating in an attempt to uncover the
“doing gender” in media. Empirically, they
apply content analysis to measure diversi-
ty in terms of the visibility of people of dif-
ferent genders, ages, professions, and roles
on and behind the screen. In line with the
assumptions, they find that women, and
increasingly so with age, are less often vis-
ible on German television than men, both
on and behind the screen. Other genders
are invisible. Whether in fictional or non-
fictional programming, women are less
visible on television in almost all depict-
ed occupations than their proportion in
“real life” would suggest. While the study
also reveals that the visibility of women
at the production level is accompanied by
increasing visibility of women on screen,
they still comprise a low share of the total
media production workforce. An addition-
al analysis of online content reveals a sim-
ilar picture in the German YouTube uni-
verse, wherein women are also not equally
visible and are mainly shown in stereotyp-
ical gender roles.

Dafne Calvo’s contribution completes
the Thematic Section. The author exam-
ines the diversity of Spanish free software
and free culture communities. From the
perspective of intersectionality theory,
Calvo defines visibility as the ability to dis-
cuss underrepresentation in these com-
munities and thus addresses primarily the
third visibility level. She seeks to identify
visibility gaps in these communities and
understand the communities’ perspec-
tives on visibility issues, such as whether
and how they themselves identify and in-
terpret visibility issues and develop tactics
to deal with them. For this purpose, Calvo
applies a multi-method design that com-
bines an online questionnaire answered by
290 different communities and interviews
with members of 37 of those communities.
One result is that even though men and
people with high educational levels and
technical expertise are overrepresented,
the proportion of women in the groups is
relatively high compared to previous stud-
ies. This result, however, cannot hide the
fact that the world of free software and free
culture communities is predominantly a
world inhabited by males. The author con-
cludes that, on the one hand, there exists
a tension between the ideal of community
members’ invisibility (in the sense of ano-
nymity) and their willingness to recognize
inequalities within the communities. On
the other hand, in the interviews, commu-
nity members reflected on the exclusion
of certain segments of society. They also
showed an awareness of the intersection-
ality of different categories of difference,
in whose interplay the non-participation
of certain segments of society in techno-
logical production may be grounded. Cal-
vo concludes that, despite the underrep-
resentation of certain groups, inequalities
are an issue of visibility that can be linked
to the communities’ goals of social justice
and social change.

The articles of the Thematic Section
discuss digital visibility from different an-
gles and analyze it against the background
of various fields of communication and
media studies. These articles address the
three levels of digital visibility in different
ways and contextualize them with regard to
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the respective research fields. In each case,
innovative perspectives on and approach-
es to open questions in the research fields
are presented. First, Wilhelm systematizes
a field of research based on the concept of
digital visibility. Second, Pieber combines
a classic theory with an analysis of mod-
ern technology and its opportunities and
challenges. Third, Metag takes a look at a
hitherto rarely examined issue within sci-
ence communication, whereas Linke and
Prommer address multimodal media real-
ities with an innovative empirical method.
Finally, Calvo uses a multi-method design
to gain insights into communities that val-
ue their anonymity.

As shown by both the introduction and
the contributions to the Thematic Section,
when it comes to digital communication,
digital (in)visibility is a fruitful analytical
concept for conducting research in com-
munication and media studies. With re-
gard to the three levels of digital visibility
(being noticeable, being heard, and being
recognized), intriguing questions remain
open in relation to the manifold perspec-
tives on this subject and the particularities
of digital communication that have not yet
been conclusively grasped (e. g., multimo-
dality, blending of human and technical
processes of perception and selection).
They include questions about the transfer-
ability of findings about digital visibility to
digital invisibility and of findings about the
legacy media world to the digital world, as
well as questions about the significance of
technical aspects for digital (in)visibility
and the blending of human and machine.

Last but notleast, ongoing discussions
on the advantages and disadvantages of
both (un)intended visibility and (un)in-
tended invisibility (e.g., in the context of
surveillance and digital hate, on the one
hand, and participation in discourse and
empowerment on the other) must be con-
tinued. This Thematic Section hopes to
stimulate further exchanges on these and
other issues related to intentional and un-
intentional digital (in)visibility.
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