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ANIMALS IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
EPOCH. ON THE IMPORTANCE OF 
VISUAL MATERIALS IN THE PRO-

ANIMAL MOVEMENT
Barbara Sitko1

Abstract
The article aims to discuss the importance of visual materials in the pro-animal movement 

in terms of their use in various areas of pro-animal activity, i.e. promotion of a plant-based diet or 
investigative activities. The starting point of the considerations is an outline of the issues related to 
Anthropocene and anthropocentrism (in the context of the current status of animals), and the char-
acteristics of pro-animal activities, undertaken mainly by the third sector. Based on the analysis, it has 
been shown that visual messages perform an important role in shaping convincing messages, and 
therefore constitute an invaluable communication tool in the pro-animal movement. They have both 
a documentary and informative as well as a persuasive character, which is also illustrated by selected 
examples. In addition, the article emphasizes the role of the media in cooperation with the pro-animal 
movement, which is an important element of its communication strategy.

Keywords: visual communication, visual messages, pro-animal movement, Anthropocene

Introduction

The topic of animals and their rights is increasingly present in the social discourse. 
We constantly encounter various reports in the media about violence against these be-
ings – primarily when it comes to the so-called companion animals (such as dogs or 
cats), i.e. those that live with humans on a daily basis. It is worth adding that most often 
these messages are accompanied by various types of visual materials.

While the issues of pet abuse arouse a widespread opposition and outrage in the 
society (as reflected in relatively frequent media coverage and public reactions to it), 
many acts of violence also affect livestock. We are talking primarily about various forms 
of cruelty towards animals bred on large-scale industrial farms, which for various rea-
sons are still not particularly exposed in the social debate. As a consequence, a large 
part of the society is unaware of both the various forms of abuse that take place in in-
dustrial breeding and the scale of this problem.

A kind of response to this gap is broadly understood pro-animal activities. To 

1 Ph.D. cand., Faculty of Social Sciences, The Pontifical University of John Paul II in Krakow, 
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achieve the best results, the pro-animal movement employs various types of communi-
cation strategies. One of them is the use of visual materials that significantly strengthen 
a particular message. Generally speaking, in the context of communicating such specific 
issues as the suffering of animals or promoting pro-animal behaviour (e.g. choosing 
a plant-based diet), visual messages take on great importance. In this view, they are 
an extremely valuable tool for conveying content, without which words alone would not 
be able to express a particular message, and at the same time, stimulate a discussion 
among recipients or encourage them to change their attitudes.

Anthropocene and anthropocentrism and animals – an outline of issues

As stated by Ewa Bińczyk, according to what various researchers of Earth science 
postulate, Anthropocene is considered a new geological epoch. It can be characterized 
by the extraordinary degree of transformation of planetary systems by man, which leads 
to irreversible losses, such as the loss of biodiversity. At the same time, the most serious 
challenge related to the Anthropocene is the risk of climate change caused by human 
activity, which includes, among others, greenhouse gas emissions or animal husbandry 
(2017). It is worth emphasizing here that the broadly understood reflection on Anthropo-
cene has its own clearly anthropocentric character. Anthropocentrism is a way of think-
ing according to which man is at the centre of everything, and thus everything that is 
human is privileged. There are at least a few basic types of this anthropocentrism. One 
of them is ontological (metaphysical) anthropocentrism. According to it, man is a unique 
being, distinguished from other species, which is why he deserves a privileged position 
in the hierarchy of beings (Bińczyk, 2018).

As a consequence of the extreme anthropocentric approach, many ethical problems 
arise. From the point of view of these considerations, the most important of them is the 
attitude of people towards animals, which has taken on, in a certain dimension, the form 
of objectification or cruelty. Especially the fate of farm animals in industrial conditions 
is currently one of the most important ethical issues2. Industrial breeding of animals is 
considered a cruel form of obtaining animal products. Industrial farms are distinguished 
mainly by minimizing costs while maximizing profits, which inevitably leads to the suf-
fering of animals bred on them (Musiał & Fatalska, 2014). Generally speaking, “man can-
not free himself from the anthropocentric paradigm, and the proximity or usefulness of 
the animal determines whether he recognizes its value or objectifies it” (Dzwonkowska, 
2017). As a result, humans put value on the lives of animals, in the sense that they care 
for some species extraordinarily, while for other animals they want to bear almost no 
responsibility.

The answer to the asymmetrical relationship between men and animals in the cur-
rent Anthropocene epoch is the pro-animal movement widespread throughout the world. 
As part of it, various actions are taken to improve the fate of these beings and at the 
same time to communicate pro-animal attitudes.

Characteristics of the pro-animal movement

Moving on to the reflections on the specificity of the pro-animal movement – iden-
tified in this approach with the concept of activism for animals – it is worth starting by 
referring to the roots, i.e. to what the term “activism” means. Social activism refers pri-
marily to actions for social change of various nature. Activists’ actions can concern both 
specific decisions (e.g. of a political nature) and more general problems, which makes 
them more long term. Generally speaking, within the framework of activism, very differ-

2 Other ethical issues, in the context of the discussed problems, are abuses towards the so-
called laboratory or fur animals.
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ent actions are undertaken, just as the factors that encourage people to undertake them 
are diverse (Besta et al., 2019). One of them is the activity undertaken for the benefit of 
animals, as a response to various types of problems. A particularly glaring problem in 
this Anthropocene epoch is the poor welfare3 of these beings and the various forms of 
cruelty towards them, which occurs especially on large-scale industrial farms.

It should be mentioned that the 60s’ of the last century were a period of widespread 
industrial farming and other forms of exploitation of animals on a massive scale. At 
the same time, at the turn of the 60s’ and 70s’ of the twentieth century, a new reflection 
regarding the relationship between a man and an animal appeared which seem to be 
related to each other. It was then that the so-called Animal Liberation Movement was 
formed, which is associated with the development of a new model of human relations 
with animals by intellectuals from the so-called Oxford Group (among others, philoso-
phers such as Peter Singer or Tom Regan). The aftermath of their work are the titles of 
books published on this subject at that time (Grabowska, 2014). It can be assumed that 
such studies have become, in a way, a “driving force” in the society for various pro-animal 
activities.

As Mamzer notes: “And although today animals are still the last social category for 
the exploitation of which there is social consent, this permission is shrinking” (2020). Un-
doubtedly, an important role in this area is performed by the broadly understood pro-an-
imal movement, within which various methods of communicating with the environment 
are used, and one of the tools of this communication are various types of visual mes-
sages.

Visual materials in animal activities – an attempt to determine the importance

Today’s culture, described as visual or pictorial, is not based on images alone, but 
is distinguished by a modern tendency to visualize or depict existence. In general, its 
novelty lies in focusing on the visual – as a space for creating and contesting meanings 
(Mirzoeff, 2012). At the same time, as is well known, images have enormous power, as 
expressed by the popular saying that a picture is worth more than a thousand words. It 
is impossible to disagree with it, because visual stimuli affect the recipients with much 
greater force than the text itself. And although the image has not completely supplanted 
the word, it is an indispensable part of it and, in a certain sense, replaces it and, above all, 
complements it. One example is represented by various types of visual materials used by 
the pro-animal movement, which have considerable value in its strategy. 

It should be noted that the areas of activity of the pro-animal movement are di-
verse. Nevertheless, animal welfare issues deserve special attention, including, above 
all, investigative activities. In addition, an important area of activity of the pro-animal 
movement is the promotion of a plant-based diet (including the promotion of limiting 
the consumption of animal products)4. In general, these two paths of action are closely 
related, as expressed in the following words: “One of the goals that the modern animal 
rights movement has set for itself is to bring about a situation in which the society ceas-
es to participate in the exploitation of animals for any purpose, and the vegan lifestyle 
becomes the norm, and not – as it is today – an unpopular exception. This is the goal 
that most organizations strongly agree on. What distinguishes them are ideas on how 
to achieve this goal” (Karbowiak, 2014). Thus, it is appropriate to devote more attention 
to these two areas in the context of determining the importance of the visual materials 
used in them.

3 The most general understanding of animal welfare is fulfilling their basic needs (in accor-
dance to their species).
4 It is worth emphasising that the promotion of veganism or vegetarianism has also a pro-eco-
logical dimension. Hence, it has an important role in the context of the deepening ecological crisis.
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It is noteworthy that one of the best ways to provoke a discussion in the society 
regarding the human-animal relationship is to document the realities of industrial farms 
in the form of photographic or film materials, and then to publish them on the largest 
possible scale (Karbowiak, 2014). Investigative documentation is, therefore, an excellent 
tool in the fight to change the regulations improving animal welfare, changing company 
policies or modifying consumer behaviour. The films and photos created as part of the 
investigations are at the same time very mediagenic (Gogłoza, 2017). It is worth em-
phasizing that the media have an invaluable role in the effective communication of the 
pro-animal movement. In general, “the interest of the media is a very important argument 
in favour of using the investigation technique to provoke a social debate about animal 
production. For a long time, we have been living in a world in which the influence of the 
‘fourth power’ on the surrounding reality is indisputable” (Karbowiak, 2014). Thus, secret 
investigations, which appear in the media with the widest possible reach, help to raise 
public awareness and spark various discussions about the exploitation of animals and 
the cruelty associated with it. As a consequence, this may even contribute to the amend-
ment of certain regulations or the liquidation of certain places of exploitation of animals, 
if there are grounds for this (Fernández, 2020).

On the basis of the above considerations, it can be assumed that effective coop-
eration with the media is an important element of the communication strategy of the 
pro-animal movement. The visual materials used by this movement are in this view a 
kind of connector with the world of media. As an example, let us use the footage that is 
the result of the investigation at the largest mink farm Poland. It was carried out together 
with the information portal Onet.pl (Schwertner, 2020). It should be emphasized that the 
subject of this investigation, within a few days, generated 45 broadcasts on television, 
8 in the press, 37 on the radio, and 190 articles on various Internet portals. It is worth 
mentioning that this widely commented in the media recording has also become a con-
tribution to the political debate on the welfare of animals, especially animals bred for fur. 
As a consequence, a bill was created, the so-called “Five for Animals”, which provided 
for, among others, a ban on breeding animals for fur in Poland (Mik, 2020).

Figure 1. Screencap from the reportage on the investigation at a mink farm
Source: Schwertner J. (2020, September 8). Szokujące nagrania. Tak się produkuje futra w 
Polsce. Film “Krwawy biznes futerkowców” Janusza Schwertnera. Onet. https://www.onet.
pl/informacje/onetwiadomosci/krwawy-biznes-futerkowcow-film-janusza-schwertner-

a/82wy9vs,79cfc278 

It should be noted that as part of the ongoing discussion on the published materials 
from this type of investigations, there is also a legal thread. Photos and videos obtained 
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in this way, e.g. from industrial breeding, are often used as evidence, which can be sub-
mitted together with a notification of a suspected crime committed by the breeder. At the 
same time, such actions are understandable to both representatives of the media and 
the public, and do not undermine the very desirability of the existence of animal breeding 
(Karbowiak, 2014). 

Access to authentic materials showing the conditions prevailing on farms (and 
presenting other problems related to the treatment of animals by man) is also of key 
importance in terms of the recipients forming opinions about industrial farms (Karbo-
wiak, 2014). In general, these materials have primarily a documentary and informative 
dimension. At the same time, according to Gogłoza, after conducting research by scien-
tists associated with Kansas State University, it turned out that materials showing the 
suffering of animals also affect the decrease in interest in the consumption of animal 
products (2017).

Nevertheless, when it comes to promoting a plant-based diet by the pro-animal 
movement, it is worth noting that, in general, the way of presenting visual content on this 
topic is different from the classic investigative documentation. It is mainly about lifestyle 
campaigns. While the materials from the investigations are clearly marked by a negative 
emotional charge, visual messages promoting a plant-based diet have a rather positive 
overtone. One example is a multi-coloured billboard showing products of plant origin. 
This and other posters of this type appeared in 2019 on the streets of Warsaw (they were 
also available in Polish retail chains), as part of the lifestyle campaign “Roślinniejemy” 
(a game of words, with double meaning: becoming a plant and eating plants), run by the 
pro-animal organization Stowarzyszenie Otwarte Klatki (Open Cages Association). As it 
can be seen, an important role in this message is also performed by a catchy slogan – 
“Bez spiny jem rośliny” (”I got no beef with eating plants”, which is also the name of the 
campaign’s activity), which accompanies the attached graphics (“BEZ SPINY: prawdo-
podobnie* najlepsza roślinna kampania”, 2019). In general, visual messages published 
within this area of pro-animal activity are rather devoid of such elements that could 
arouse negative emotions, related, for example, to the suffering of animals or the conse-
quences of excessive consumption of meat products. In turn, they point to the benefits 
of a plant-based diet (such as taste or visual qualities, which was presented on the men-
tioned poster), and thus arouse positive feelings.

Figure 2. Billboard promoting a plant-based diet
Source: Bez spiny jem rośliny. Dieta wege ma wiele odcieni i wcale nie oznacza hejtu na mięso. 
(2019, May 31).  Noizz.pl. https://noizz.pl/ekologia/bez-spiny-jem-rosliny-kampania-namawi-

ajaca-o-ograniczenia-spozycia-miesa/r4smzsg

SOCIAL COMMUNICATION ONLINE JOURNAL
#1 (23)2022

5



In light of the above, a fundamental role in creating convincing messages is per-
formed by vivid and emotional images that have the power to attract recipients. They 
facilitate remembering important messages. This occurs by interacting with previous 
attitudes and values, which in turn leads to the formation of cognitive and affective reac-
tions. It should be emphasized that man reacts to imaging in a direct way, and experienc-
es it in such categories as: emotions, intuition or mood (Thomas-Walters et al., 2020).

In general, the emotional layer is significant in the context of the discussed issues, 
because it provides visual messages with a, to a certain extent, persuasive character. 
It results from at least the fact that persuasion as a form of interaction refers not only 
to reason or will, but also to emotions (Osika, 2005). Thus, emotions seem to be a key 
issue in the visual communication of the pro-animal movement. Emotional visual mes-
sages have the potential, among others, to shape desired attitudes among the recipients 
(Fernández, 2020).  

Summary and conclusions

All in all, communication with the environment through visual materials performs a 
significant role in the pro-animal movement. The various types of visual messages used 
by this movement often address difficult issues in such a way that is understandable 
to the widest possible audience. In addition, they encourage a discussion, very relevant 
nowadays, or taking specific actions, e.g. in the context of changing eating habits. Thus, 
they perform both documentary and informational as well as persuasive function. The 
use of visual messages is, therefore, important for the success of the activities under-
taken by this movement.

To summarise, in pro-animal activities, which aim to5, among others, increase pub-
lic awareness of various issues, the right (accurate) message performs a key role. The 
image is, therefore, an invaluable tool in communication conducted by pro-animal ac-
tivists. All pro-animal campaigns are based on various visual messages, which, due to 
their huge potential, are used in various areas of pro-animal activity. In many cases, they 
are an indispensable element of a particular message. Generally speaking, in today’s 
Anthropocene epoch, they are of great value in the battle to improve the living conditions 
of animals by showing their suffering and revealing various forms of violence. This in-
cludes visual materials (both photographic and film) from various investigations, which 
are increasingly appearing in the media, and the social response to them.

It is worth emphasizing that the subject matter presented in the article is an intro-
duction to an in-depth research in this area. The strategic visual communication of the 
pro-animal movement is a subject that still needs further study to obtain a more accurate 
result. This is particularly important also due to the fact that the superiority of images 
over text (when it comes to retaining information) has long been established. It is be-
lieved that images engage deeper levels of semantic cognitive processing. Meanwhile, 
despite the significant development of research on visual communication in recent 
years, less research is being carried out on visual representations than on text analysis 
(Thomas-Walters et al., 2020). And this is despite the fact that the visual communication 
is recognized as the dominant contemporary way of transmitting content (Cicha, 2017). 
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CAN STOCK MARKET 
FLUCTUATIONS BE PREDICTED? 

WIG.GAMES INDEX SECRET ON THE 
EXAMPLE OF CD PROJECT 

Piotr Łuczuk1, Szymon Maj2

Abstract
Do the announcements of listed companies issued under ESPI have an impact on the increase 

or decrease of stock exchange quotes? Or maybe the visual aspect of the company’s communica-
tion is more important? Can we talk about a specific „butterfly effect” when one screen before the 
game’s premiere or an entry in social media is able to shake the facades of the gaming giant from 
Poland? The company CD Projekt was subject to the audit. The basic research thesis assumes that 
the announcement issued by a company as part of the legally established communication of listed 
companies has an impact on the company’s quotation and capitalization on the market. The selected 
research method consists of two elements: statistical (quantitative) analysis and qualitative analysis. 
It is time to start the journey to the world of Cyberpunk 2077 and back.

Key words: WIG. Games, CD Projekt, GPW, ESPI, Media, marketing, visual communication

Introduction

„Cyberpunk 2077” is a role-playing game set in a bustling open world with open 
world technology, cyber-empowered street fighters, fierce net runners, and brilliant cor-
pohackers. Players take on the role of V - a cyberpunk taking his first steps in the most 
dangerous city of the future. Story V and extensive side missions will offer dozens of 
hours of gameplay full of morally complicated choices. Their consequences will affect 
the future of V and the heroes he will meet on his way. The action of the game “Cyber-
punk 2077” is set in the universe of the classic Cyberpunk 2020 story system.

To say that “Cyberpunk 2077” is just a game is to say nothing. This project, apart 
from the obvious interest of the gaming market, attracted the attention of investors from 
all over the world and even before its official premiere; it began to have a strong impact 
on pop culture on a global scale. The total budget of the entire project amounted to PLN 
1.2 billion (about USD 315 million), of which 55% was spent on creating the game, and 

1 Piotr Łuczuk is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Social Communication, Public 
Relations and New Media at the Institute of Media Education and Journalism at Cardinal Stefan 
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kmaj4@gmail.com
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the remaining 45% of the budget was allocated to a marketing campaign - the largest 
campaign of this type in the history of the game developers. When it seemed that „Cy-
berpunk 2077” was doomed to success, problems suddenly began. CD Projekt company 
listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange - the largest representative of the so-called WIG. 
Games index - it started to lose its value. It can be said that the share price of the larg-
est Polish gaming company resembled a real roller-coaster. After temporary rebounds, 
within hours it started to fall well below the expectations of even the most sceptical 
investors. What were the reasons for these stock market fluctuations?

It is worth making the following research hypotheses at this point:
1. Were the fluctuations around CD Projekt and the game „Cyberpunk 2077” itself pre-
dictable?
2. Are the announcements of listed companies issued under ESPI  to affect the rise or 
fall of the stock market?
3. Is the visual aspect of the company’s communication more important than the an-
nouncements of listed companies?
4. Can we talk about a kind of „butterfly effect” when one screen before the game’s 
premiere or an entry in social media is able to shake the facades of the gaming giant 
from Poland?

The basic research thesis assumes that the announcement issued by a company 
as part of the legally established communication of listed companies has an impact on 
the company’s quotation and capitalization on the market. The selected research meth-
od consists of two elements: statistical (quantitative) analysis and qualitative analysis. 
The main research objective is to check whether the announcements of listed compa-
nies issued under ESPI have an impact on the increase or decrease of stock exchange 
quotations. Hence, the aim is also to determine whether the communication may have 
an impact on the capitalization of a listed company. Along with the data analysis, it will 
be examined whether there are certain trends or characteristics characteristic of select-
ed listed companies in the communication area in connection with changes in the value 
of stock quotes.

The choice of the topic is dictated by three reasons. First of all, the WIG. Games 
index started its publication on March 18, 2019, which means that it is a relatively young 
stock exchange index, and this carries small research coverage. This research paper 
naturally remedies this deficiency. 

The second reason is the distinctive communication value of the companies that 
make up this index, game producers and companies in the general gaming sector are of 
particular communication interest from investors, players and other stakeholders.

The third justification for choosing this topic is the relatively low research coverage 
of general communication trends of companies listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange.

Previous studies related to the impact of ESPI or EIB stock exchange announce-
ments on the capitalization of companies have been subject to certain limitations. Part 
of the research focused solely on the foreign market or exposure to the world markets. 
This means that the surveys that linked company communication with stock quotes were 
subject to general trends. Often studies have shown that these trends are taking place, 
but that precise impact values have been lacking in individual indices or investment sec-
tors. Attempts were also made to create potential research models, but with exposure 
to foreign markets, especially to the market of companies listed on the United States 
Stock Exchange - NYSE (New York Stock Exchange). In Polish research literature, there is 
a topic of the impact of messages and information related to the stock exchange on the 
capitalization of companies, however, these are often general rather than sector-specific 
studies. Due to the novelty of the WIG. Games index, the research coverage in this sector 
and the index is small. This creates the potential to develop a specific research model 
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that can be translated into a wider index or sector spectrum in the future.

Pandemic impact on changing consumer and investment behaviour

The coronavirus pandemic has caused a real earthquake in the financial world. It 
is not only about investor behaviour and the risk of experiencing the negative effects of 
the global economic crisis, but also about private portfolios. The problems could not 
be avoided in the markets, and the impact of the pandemic was felt on a global scale. 
Changes were also noted in terms of consumer and savings behaviour. Consumers 
had to adapt to the new conditions fairly quickly, which in turn significantly accelerat-
ed changes in purchasing habits and market behaviour. The drop in income related to, 
inter alia, with the suspension of the activity of a part of the economy, it often caused 
households cautiously to postpone certain expenses and pushed many people to look 
for various forms of savings. The CBOS study „Assessment of the financial situation of 
households” from the end of 2020 shows that 57% of Poles surveyed declare having any 
cash savings. At the same time, in the second half of 2020, this percentage decreased by 
4 points. Percentage (data for the same period in 2021 are not yet available).

Consumer sentiment surveys carried out during the pandemic make it clear that 
a large percentage of Poles (even 40% of respondents) intend to limit their purchasing 
plans and minimize their spending. What are the consumers giving up? Usually these are 
sweets, snacks and ... clothing. At the same time, Poles declare a reduction in household 
budget expenses by 15-20%. Such a combination should not be surprising. It seems nat-
ural for consumers to decide first of all to give up those products, goods and services 
which, in their opinion, are not essential to their daily functioning and which they are able 
to do without. This explains the need to give up spending money on sweets and snacks. 
The clothing issue is also quite easy to explain. Savings in this area are due to consider-
able restrictions on mobility and meetings with friends and family. Many people found 
new clothes simply unnecessary during the pandemic. The issue of uncertainty related 
to the further development of the pandemic situation is of great importance here. Recent 
months, however, bring a bit more optimism. The cyclical public opinion poll conducted 
by UCE RESEARCH for the AdRetail Group and Hiper-Com Poland shows that in the sec-
ond quarter of 2021, 40% of Poles plan to reduce their spending on purchases. On the 
other hand, in the first three months of this year, 44.8% of the respondents announced 
spending cuts. Undoubtedly, these swings in consumer sentiment are significantly in-
fluenced by the increasing percentage of vaccinated people and subsequent announce-
ments and decisions regarding the easing of restrictions and pandemic restrictions.

Interestingly, the negative aspects of changes in consumer sentiment do not seem 
to have a significant impact on the gaming sector in Poland and around the world. The 
thesis may be justified, for example, by financial outlays for the production of computer 
games and marketing campaigns related to their promotion. An example may be the 
analysed company CD Projekt, which disclosed financial results for 2020. As it turns 
out, sales of „Cyberpunk 2077” released on December 10, 2020 amounted to over 13.7 
million copies of the game by the end of the year.

Looking at the sales results alone, it could be assumed that it was a good result, but 
when we compare this data with the expectations of investors, the entire market or the 
players themselves, it turns out that sales at this level, taking into account the repeat-
edly postponed release date and the first critical reviews it turns out that this result is 
somewhat disappointing. Before the game’s premiere, analysts agreed that „Cyberpunk 
2077” is doomed to success, and the investment in CD Projekt is pure profit. Reality 
quickly verified these predictions. It is worth adding that there are many reasons for the 
difficult situation of „Cyberpunk 2077” on the computer games market (and right after its 
premiere). Several factors contributed to this sanity: the poor technical condition of the 
production, alleged by the reviewers (especially the console version), or the temporary 
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withdrawal of the PS4 edition from sale on the PlayStation Store.
Meanwhile, taking into account the entire visual campaign preceding the game’s 

premiere, the creators managed to give the impression that the product, which was not 
available on the market at that time, has already become a hit and arouses interest all 
over the world.

The visual aspect of the company’s communication. CD Projekt and strategy for 
the promotion of „Cyberpunk 2077” - case study

Long before the premiere, when „Cyberpunk 2077” functioned only as a mythical 
logo and a short trailer, billboards appeared in cities all over the world, and as part of the 
same outdoor campaign, even London’s famous double-decker buses ran around the 
city in the colours of the game (Flipdabosss, 2020). The „Cyberpunk 2077” logotype and 
the characters known from the trailer quickly found various gadgets and so-called mer-
chendising. T-shirts, sweatshirts and even shoes are available for sale. More and more 
brands were eagerly joining the promotional activities around the game. Let us take a 
closer look at the image campaign around the game. It can be argued that no other game 
in history has had such a great promotional campaign. There is no doubt that CD Projekt 
wanted to reach not only the target group - computer players - long before the premiere, 
but also achieve a gigantic commercial success and, through branding, ensure recog-
nition of its new game practically all over the world. It cannot be denied that the target 
group of the „Cyberpunk 2077” marketing campaign is literally everyone, not just players.

By presenting the promotional activities plan, the game developers announced that 
the marketing machine will be launched on TV, radio, cinemas and print for at least four 
months. A large part of the activities was planned for the first half of November and was 
to coincide with the premiere of the game planned at that time - finally moved to Decem-
ber.

Piotr Nielubowicz, Vice President of the Management Board for Finance at CD Pro-
jekt, assured that Cyberpunk’s marketing campaign will be by far the largest in the com-
pany’s history. Observing its momentum, it is hard to disagree with him.

Figure 1. Cyberpunk 2077 Launch Marketing Campaign Overview
Source:  Cyberpunk 2077 Launch Marketing Campaign Overview [Online image]. (2020). CD 

Projekt/Reddit. https://www.reddit.com/r/cyberpunkgame/comments/imkv1v/cp2077_market-
ing_campaign/ 

You can clearly see the scale of the cyberpunk campaign when we analyse how it 
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was conducted and through which channels it reached the potential recipients. It should 
be pointed out right away that the Polish game was promoted in all possible channels, in 
almost all possible ways.

„Cyberpunk 2077” was announced in 2013, when the first trailer of the game ap-
peared. The actual campaign began in 2019, during the E3 fair in Los Angeles (the larg-
est gaming fair). Promotion specialists focused on drawing attention to the new game 
in a rather unconventional way. During the presentation of the game, Keanu Reeves - an 
actor associated with such blockbusters as „The Matrix” or „John Wick”, entered the 
stage. It was announced that his image would appear in the game as one of the main 
characters of Johnny Silverhand (Game Clips And Tips, 2019).

It is obvious that „Cyberpunk 2077” main advertising channels are television, cin-
ema and the Internet. „Cyberpunk 2077” is present on screens - large and small ones. 
During the E3 trade fair, CD PROJEKT presented a trailer dedicated to cinemas (Game-
Spot Trailers, 2019).

The first TV commercial for Cyberpunk 2077 made its debut during the NBA finals 
(Geoffkeighley, 2020). We did not have to wait long for TV commercials as well.

It was quite obvious that such a product would be quite widely advertised on the 
Internet. The game has its profiles on social media, including Facebook, Twitter or In-
stagram. A lot of material has been made available on the official YouTube channel of 
the game (CyberPunkGame, 2020). This is where a lot of behind-the-scenes information 
about the game appeared. Today, there is no need to convince anyone that social me-
dia is a powerful promotional tool. This is where users literally have everything at their 
fingertips, accessible with just a few clicks (Łuczuk, 2017, p.116-120). An additional ad-
vantage is the ability to collect statistics and personalize and target the entire campaign 
depending on a specific target group. Why, then, did the creators of the game „Cyberpunk 
2077” not only bet on this advertising format, but literally flood the market with ads in 
various formats?

The answer is quite simple. From the very beginning, the creators of the game did 
not only care about reaching the gaming community. „Cyberpunk 2077” was also to ap-
pear in public space. Large outdoor advertising, eye-catching with the yellow colour char-
acteristic of the entire campaign could be admired on the main streets and exit routes 
from large metropolises. The ads for the game are on buses and at bus stops. And not 
only in Polish cities, but also, for example, in London or New York. „Cyberpunk 2077” 
(Wańtuchowicz, 2020) and on Piccadilly Circus (KreatorKontentu, 2020).

It is worth adding that „Cyberpunk 2077” was also advertised in less obvious ways, 
although resulting naturally from the nature of the game. First, there is an interesting 
idea for a series of clothes directly related to the game. You could find them, among oth-
ers in the CD Projekt e-store and LPP brand stores: Reserved or Sinsay. Outside Europe, 
Adidas shoes with the „Cyberpunk 2077” logo were also available.

But that is not all. Even Old Spice cosmetics and carbonated drinks with the game 
logo and related advertisements have appeared on the market. The producer of Rock-
star Energy Drink and Sprite decided to take such a step, which could be purchased in 
commemorative cans related to the game. Other unusual items related to the game „Cy-
berpunk 2077” have also appeared on sale. It is worth mentioning here the GeForce RTX 
2080 Ti Cyberpunk 2077 Edition graphics card, which was sold for... 25 000 PLN, and in 
the official CD Projekt e-shop you could buy the puzzle „Good Loot Puzzle Cyberpunk 
2077 - Junkyard” for PLN 89.

Of course, special collector’s versions of the game are also available for sale. For 
example, „PS4 Cyberpunk 2077 / Collector’s Edition” was priced at PLN 1599 (Perfect-
blue.pl, 2020). The composition of the kit, which can be purchased for this money, can 
make you feel dizzy. The set includes: 
• Collector’s Edition Box
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• A CD with an audio track
• Collector’s SteelBook
• A 25-centimeter figure depicting the main character of the game
• Hardcover artbook
• Metal pins
• Metal Quadra V-tech keychain
• NCPD evidence including an annotated guide to Night City
• Embroidered patches
• A compendium of knowledge with information about the game world
• Postcards from Night City
• Map of Night City
• Stickers for sticker bombs

Digital extras:
• Original game music
• A mini art book with selected graphics from the game
• Cyberpunk 2020 Handbook
• Wallpapers for computers and mobile devices
• Cyberpunk 2077 Digital Comic: Your Voice

The total budget of „Cyberpunk 2077” amounted to PLN 1.2 billion (about USD 315 
million), which is a huge amount, especially compared to the „The Witcher 3” released in 
2015, whose production and marketing campaign consumed PLN 306 million (PLN 81 
million). hole.). It is by far the most expensive game created in Poland, but it gives way 
to, inter alia, „Star Citizen” (at least $ 355 million and growing) and „RDR 2” ($ 370-540 
million). How was the amount in Cyberpunk 2077 distributed? Usually in the case of AAA 
games, more money is spent on promotion than the production process, but it turned 
out that CD Projekt spent more money on game development than on the marketing 
campaign. The budget for the production of Cyberpunk 2077 was PLN 567 million (about 
$ 149 million), and together with the overheads (additional costs related to legal depart-
ments, production and business development and the game premiere in general, but not 
as part of marketing), it amounted to PLN 660 million (55 % of the total).

This means that 45% of the PLN 1.2 billion was spent on the „Cyberpunk 2077” 
promotional campaign (PLN 540 million, or about USD 142 million), which is less than 
just creating the game. However, these are not drastic differences. In comparison, the 
production costs of „The Witcher 3” amounted to about PLN 129 million ($ 34 million), 
which is slightly over 42% of the total budget.

It should be remembered that the promotion of AAA games („Cyberpunk 20177” 
belongs to this segment) does not end on the title’s release date. Such a broad visual 
campaign of the game has additional benefits for CD Projekt. With a sufficiently large 
commercial success of the title, the company may begin to profit from royalties for using 
the image of the game. This is evidence that justifies the thesis according to which CD 
Projekt, when planning the entire promotional campaign, intended from the very begin-
ning to go beyond the strict circle of players with its latest product. „Cyberpunk 2077” 
was supposed to hit even those places where such games had not been played so far. 
Long before the game’s premiere, it was clear that Cyberpunk 2077 must not only be a 
good game, it must be a giant hit - also in a commercial context. Anticipating the sales 
results, analysts argued that in order to meet these expectations, CD Projekt should sell 
30.4 million copies of the game within 12 months of the premiere. Today we know that 
these assumptions have not been achieved.
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Interestingly, the players who bought „Cyberpunk 2077” do not seem to share the 
sentiment of investors and reviewers. According to the latest statistics, the returns of the 
game are at the level of 1.6% of copies, so it is a fairly small factor.

In the first half of 2021, CD Projekt focused on improving the gameplay of „Cyber-
punk 2077”. In 2021, the game received seven updates and returned to PlayStation Store 
in June. In the first half of 2021, the CD Projekt Group generated PLN 471 million in rev-
enues, mainly due to the sale of the games „Cyberpunk 2077” and „The Witcher 3: Wild 
Hunt”. The consolidated net profit in the discussed period amounted to PLN 105 million 
(CD PROJEKT, 2021).

It should be noted that, according to the information from Dom Maklerski Banku 
Ochrony Środowiska, within a few months CD Projekt, the most beloved studio in the 
world, has become the most hated. Among the indicated problems of the development 
studio are errors of the console version of „Cyberpunk 2077” and problems with commu-
nication. It is already estimated that it will take the company many years to regain the 
players’ trust.

It should be noted, however, that despite many bitter words about CD Projekt and 
„Cyberpunk 2077”, good weeks are also forecast for the developers of the game. It turns 
out that players are looking more and more favourably at CD Projekt thanks to the correc-
tions and the version of Cyberpunk 2077 for PlayStation 5 and Xbox Series X | S.

However, this does not change the fact that the sales forecast has been reduced 
to 15.5 million units in 2020 and to 20 million units within the year from the premiere. 
Analysts also lowered the forecasts for CD Projekt’s results - from the initial PLN 1.175 
billion to PLN 633 million (Bankier.pl, 2021).

Sales volume forecasts for 2020-24 decreased by 31 percent. up to 49 million units 
(previously 71.1 million units). There is of course only one reaction to analysts’ forecasts 
- big drops in the stock market. Was it possible to predict them in some way?

Figure 2. How has the capitalization of CD Projekt changed?
Source: Maj, S. (2021). CD Projekt capitalization. Own research.

New sources of information 

Although the capital market operates on the same supply and demand principles 
despite the passage of years, the information environment has changed extremely rap-
idly and clearly. This is evidenced by investor behaviour, stock market volatility, new re-
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search and publications, but also by statistics on the ever-increasing volume of data we 
produce.  As it results from the statistics „Volume of data/information created, captured, 
copied, and consumed worldwide from 2010 to 2025” in this year, according to fore-
casts, we will produce 79 zettabytes of digital data, in 2022 it will be 97 zettabytes, and 
in 2023 - 120 zettabytes (Statista, 2022). And it should be kept in mind that with events 
generating additional digital data supply, these numbers could be even higher. Arne 
Holst mentions: „Over the next five years up to 2025, global data creation is projected to 
grow to more than 180 zettabytes. In 2020, the amount of data created and replicated 
reached a new high. The growth was higher than previously expected caused by the 
increased demand due to the COVID-19 pandemic, as more people worked and learned 
from home and used home entertainment options more often” (Statista, 2022).  The 
information about the overproduction of data and the awareness of the growing supply 
of data make the capital market participant, regardless of whether he is an investor, 
researcher or passive observer, realize that his decisions are influenced not only by the 
scope of known and available information, but also by intangible elements which, due to 
their complexity or subtlety, are extremely difficult to interpret in investment models. On 
the other hand, it should be remembered that an additional difficulty in the analysis of 
information is the cognitive capacity of the market participant. Naturally, not everybody 
is conditioned to fully grasp statistical values, and consequently, it cannot be assumed 
that every market participant is equally well prepared to receive information (Kalinowski 
& Krzykowski, 2012, p. 169-177). It means that the company as well as researchers or in-
vestors in capital markets are surrounded by the whole cross-section of information that 
is created by many parties - journalists, investors on internet forums, media and investor 
agencies, algorithms or bots (Rostek & Młodzianowski, 2017). Taking into account the 
pace of growing data packets, it can be said that we are the observers of information 
explosion, which naturally has positive effects, which include cheaper and easier access 
to information or faster transfer of data, but this phenomenon generates a variable in 
the form of a relatively high complexity of issues and data when making investment 
decisions and creating research models on the capital market (Hilbert, 2012). Moreover, 
this means that the outcome of the research model can be directly or indirectly affected 
by information saturation, as there is often a point at which it is impossible to determine 
whether the information package under study is a complete set of data or a residual and 
incomplete one. What is important, however, is that even with incomplete knowledge; it 
is possible to make theses that have real practical application in the capital market in 
the form of predicting further developments related to the company. Researchers note 
that social media sentiment strongly predicts daily returns (Fraiberger et al., 2018) in 
developed and emerging markets. The analysis of social media in the context of stock 
market investments can also be found in Polish economic think tanks such as PIE (Pol-
ish Economic Institute). Moreover, examples of social media analysis in the context of 
stock market investments can also be found in Polish economic think tanks such as 
PIE (Polish Economic Institute). Researchers, in one of their reports, presented a study 
in which they noted that the use of social media data allows for a really satisfactory 
mapping of the financial and investment wines of companies. As the researchers state 
in the report: „An algorithmic system for evaluating the quantitative and qualitative char-
acteristics of an issuer of capital market instruments - as an alternative rating method 
- makes it possible to effectively predict the future behaviour of stock prices and rates of 
return. And the use of readily available data - e.g. from Facebook - also makes it possible 
to rate unlisted entities.” (Batorski, et al., 2020). In the context of international research, 
it is worth citing again the research in a 2018 article titled. „Media Sentiment and Inter-
national Asset Prices.” The researchers also showed that the impact of social media on 
stock prices in daily volatility does occur and is noticeable. Importantly, for this research, 
4.5 million articles published by Reuters between 1991 and 2015 were analysed. For 
example, the researchers noted that local investor optimism attracts capital for a few 
days, while global optimism favours placing funds in an area permanently. According to 
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the researchers, this relationship was due in part to foreign investor sentiment, and this 
again suggests that market reactions are far more complex than they may appear. It is 
still important to remember that the capital market remains something of a mystery in 
which, despite fixed rules, participants are dealt new and new cards that do not change 
the rules of the game but do change the market dynamics. This was also the case with 
the development of information and the generation of more and more contexts in the 
stock markets by the rapid transmission of information. Information overload today is 
rarely handled by humans, but even algorithms have trouble sorting through the data and 
arriving at the complex patterns that describe the investment market. A study conducted 
by Refinitiv during the COVID-19 pandemic can serve as an example. The results showed 
that investing with quantitative methods using machine learning and quant solutions for 
72 percent of investors was a problem; another 12 percent found their models outdated, 
and 15 percent were building new models. According to Amanda West, head of Refini-
tiv Labs at Refinitiv, the problem for quant models was the huge market dynamics that 
began during the March 2020 stock market crash. These examples vividly demonstrate 
that predicting how a listed company’s stock price will behave is a difficult task, but not 
impossible. It should be remembered, however, that in creating any research model in 
such a volatile market, an unavoidable element is a significant risk of errors and ambi-
guity in conclusions. 

Figure 3. CD Projekt share price – period of 3 years
Source: Maj, S. (2021). CD Projekt share price – period of 3 years. Own research/Stooq.

Research model - CD Projekt 
A fascinating media, social and economic phenomenon was the anticipation of the 

release of Cyberpunk 2077, a game developed by the company CD Projekt. This compa-
ny is one of the important and well-known game producers, and in terms of capitaliza-
tion size in May 2020, it even surpassed Ubisoft. This made the Polish game developer 
the most valuable listed game developer in Europe. The company, through its increased 
dynamics in the market, was a very difficult element to analyse. However, the authors of 
this article have attempted to create a preliminary model for analysing ESPI messages 
on the capitalization of a company listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange. The choice 
of ESPI messages results from the fact that it is one of the most important sources 
of information on current events in the company. The research method was based on 
the author’s design and market observations. The elements of this method consist of 
analyses of three areas: a) The selected ESPI announcement - i.e. the announcement 
issued by the company as part of its information obligations; b) The closing price - i.e. 
the share price at which the last transaction on the company’s shares was concluded; 
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c) The daily trading volume - i.e. the total number of shares of a given company that 
changed hands during a single day. The research thesis adopted in this model assumed 
that the ESPI announcement issued by a company affects the share price and hence 
investor activity in a given session. Depending on the time of publication of an ESPI 
message by a company, the impact of the message was assigned to a specific day in the 
trading session. The trading session on the Warsaw Stock Exchange lasts from 9 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. on business days. Therefore, an announcement that is published on a business 
day but after 5 p.m. will be assigned to the next possible trading session. In the case 
of an announcement published on a day off from the trading session, the impact of the 
announcement on the company’s share price was analysed in relation to the nearest 
possible trading session. It should be noted that not every announcement was taken into 
account. Announcements which were partial information, such as reports on the com-
pany’s buyback of its own shares in CD Projekt, were combined into a single segment of 
the start and end of the buyback of own shares. Such an action was aimed at limiting the 
information chaos resulting sometimes from a large number of announcements issued 
by companies. Another element that was included in the research model is the trading 
volume of shares of a given company. The daily trading volume from the day associated 
with the ESPI announcement was compared with the average trading volume: from 40 
days, from 20 days and from 10 trading days. The use of such averages is intended to 
reduce the discrepancies associated with strong market trends and volatility in company 
stock prices during the period under study. From the research point of view, the trading 
volume analysis has a special value, because it allows showing the numerical interest of 
investors in a given listed company. And as it results from practice in case of technical 
analysis, the trading volume is a frequent element of investment strategies (Murphy, 
1999), which additionally strengthens the conviction, that clear statistical changes in the 
company’s shares turnover will be a sign that the message had an impact on investors’ 
behaviour. In the case of the company under analysis, it is difficult to define a reason-
able level of „high” and „low” volume. However, we can assume, following the classic 
literature on technical analysis, that „high volume” in any market is at least 25% higher 
than the average of the last two weeks, while „low volume” is at least 25% lower than 
the average of the corresponding period (Elder, 2014). Therefore, if in the data presented 
further on the trading volume on the day referring to the ESPI announcement is at least 
25% higher than the two-week average, it can be assumed that the announcement clearly 
attracted the interest of investors. The third element used in the research model is the 
closing price of the analysed company on a given day. In this case, the averages of: 40 
days, from 20 days and from 10 trading days. The purpose of this distinction is the same 
as in the case of the trading volume, where by using different averages in the model the 
risk of error resulting from rising share prices or sudden plunges on the global stock 
market, which occurred for example in March 2020, was reduced. By applying all of the 
above elements, the author’s research model was created, which made it possible to 
determine: a) changes in the company’s share price and the resulting deviation from the 
average; b) changes in volume, which confirm rising or falling interest in the company 
on the trading day to which the issued ESPI announcement refers; c) the relationship 
between the type of announcement and changes in the market. From the perspective of 
the research model, it is important to note that the ESPI announcement itself is only a 
partial element affecting investors’ investment decisions, so it will be reasonable to as-
sume that the model created cannot be complete. According to researchers, this model 
can be complemented by additional determination of company sentiment. On the Polish 
market, there have already been studies on sentiment - which was cited in the text, but 
you can also find start-ups that deal with forecasting and determining the prospects for 
the development of the company - the Polish solution is a platform Forc.ee, created by 
experts from the VC market.
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Analysis - CD Projekt

The study of CD Projekt began on June 1, 2019 and continued until March 1, 2021. 
The choice of this study period was chosen due to the study’s broad exposure to market 
events. During the mentioned period, investors observed: anticipation of CD Projekt’s lat-
est release, „Cyberpunk 2077”, the period was also associated with excessive random-
ness and volatility in the markets, which was triggered by the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. 
Moreover, the period under study also combines the postponement of the release of the 
Warsaw studio’s highly anticipated game several times, the subsequent rising expecta-
tions, the final disappointment of the market, as shown by the reviews, and ultimately 
the share price declines, which took the market by surprise. The complexity of the phe-
nomena which accompanied the development of CD Projekt’s share price suggest that 
analysing the results of the survey in isolation from the company’s share price would be 
incorrect. Therefore, when analysing the data, one should look at the company’s share 
price, which was extremely volatile in individual periods. The volatility of the averages 
reaches hundreds of percent at times. A total of 40 ESPI releases issued by CD Projekt 
were analysed in the study. The study begins with the disclosure of confidential infor-
mation about the release of „Cyberpunk 2077” and ends with the change in the date of 
publication of periodic reports by the company. In the selection of the messages, some 
repetitive elements that did not bring significant elements from the point of view of the 
study were omitted. The nature of the data allows for very complex conclusions. It is 
therefore suggested that when looking at the data more broadly, one should consider 
whether, when looking at a message, the researcher or investor using the model is try-
ing to assign a spurious connection to the message, which is related to a well-known 
cognitive error - the confirmation effect. The analysis of the company data allows us to 
conclude that the original thesis of the study about the influence of the message on the 
decisions of stock investors is true. Moreover, investors are subject to the habit of bad 
information at certain moments, an example of which in the case of CD Projekt is the 
violent and volume-confirmed reaction to the first information about the postponement 
of the release of „Cyberpunk 2077” from January 16, 2020. At that time, on the trading 
day potentially affected by the ESPI announcement, the trading volume increased by 
1037 percent compared to the 10-day trading average on volume, the decrease of shares 
in the corresponding average was 17.65 percent. However, the second announcement 
on June 18, 2020 about the postponement of the release brought a smaller increase 
in trading volume of 159 percent and a smaller decrease in the value of shares, where 
compared to the 10-day average was 7.65 percent. The third announcement on October 
27, 2020, about the postponement of the release of the game brought a decrease in 
shares of 23.13 percent, with an increase of 196 percent in trading volume compared 
to the average. The data show that investors reacted relatively more calmly in the area 
of share trading volume with subsequent postponements, but on the other hand, the 
declines with the third postponement were pronounced on the share price. In the case 
of the analysed announcements, only 4 out of 40 were such a significant buy signal 
that they prompted investors to generate an increase in the share price with respect 
to the value from the 10-day average, in the case of comparison to the 20-day average 
23 announcements encouraged investors to follow an upward trend, and in the case of 
comparison to the 40-day average 21 announcements triggered an increase in the share 
price. In terms of trading volume, comparing the announcements to the 10-day and 20-
day averages shows convergent findings that 22 announcements out of 40 generated 
increased investor interest, this means that volume can be a relatively effective method 
of predicting company interest in relation to announcements. On the other hand, com-
paring the turnover to the 40-day average does not generate an excessive deviation from 
the above statistics, as 23 announcements generated increased turnover relative to the 
average. The significant impact on investor reaction was sometimes driven by news that 
may have been further fuelled by emotional understatement is puzzling. Such was the 
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case with the announcement of the suspension of „Cyberpunk 2077” availability on Play-
Station Store, when frequent reports and speculations suggested that the game might 
be withdrawn from other sales platforms. It is worth remembering, by the way, that the 
reaction of investors - a drop in price by more than 30 percent against the 40-day average 
- was covered by the trading volume.

Summary

The main research thesis turned out to be correct - stock exchange announcements 
influence the decisions of investors, and thus the capitalization of companies. Drawing 
unequivocal results from some messages and events turned out to be problematic in a 
positive sense.

However, original research guesses suggested that it would be possible to notice 
repetitive patterns, for example in the case of the publication of periodic reports on finan-
cial results. The study found that there is, however, an exceptionally noticeable variation 
in reports and messages. Moreover, some announcements suggested that they could 
move the market and increase or decrease the company’s capitalization, but the data 
quickly refuted this thesis. Repeatedly, the conclusions from the research model sug-
gested that only really important and unique messages, such as: postponing the game’s 
premiere, may suggest rapid changes in the market. Another conclusion that appeared 
along with the analysis is the fact that many information elements take place outside of 
messages, in the market background, in social media. Really, it is possible to reach the 
conclusion that it is almost impossible to fully cover a company in the information space. 
It will be idealistic to suppose that even using expert support will reduce research errors. 
It turns out that experts who operate on assumptions and the finite data set - developed 
in time until a recommendation or analysis is issued, are also subject to limitations. An 
example of such an event will be the fact that none of the analysts predicted such huge 
errors at the premiere of „Cyberpunk 2077”, which resulted in poor player reviews and 
problems with the company’s image.

Undoubtedly, however, it must be admitted once again, that the complexity of finan-
cial markets, and in particular of a small segment of stock exchange investments, gen-
erates huge layers of secrecy. Most of the events are still uncountable, and the obtained 
research models are subject to their own variability. Using quantitative methods without 
applying qualitative methods is a road to nowhere. This gives rise to new interpretative 
possibilities in economic sciences, if we notice that the message itself generates such 
a huge variation in decisions, and then we can rightly conclude that the full market is 
humanly impossible to undertake. 
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FUNCTIONS OF VISUAL PUBLIC 
RELATIONS. ON VISUAL MEANING-

MAKING IN PR PRACTICE
Alicja Waszkiewicz-Raviv1

Abstract
The paper presents the functions of public relations from visual communication standpoint. 

The argument for iconic turn application into public relations theory is provided. Next, the paper de-
scribes three main functions of images in PR: informative, persuasive and aesthetic. The essay is a 
theoretical realisation of socio-cultural paradigm in a public relations theory. Contemporary public’s 
interactions with visuals are dynamic. The constructivist approach stresses the role of knowledge in 
perception and therefore it is against the simplistic nativist approach to perceptual activity. It allows 
recipients’ behaviour to be generally appropriate also to non-sensed object characteristics. The pub-
lics remaining in the dialogue with an organization, learn specific aesthetics and perceive specific in-
stitutional visual stimuli. The paper indicates the need for interdisciplinary research in both visual and 
organizational communication domains. Such application of PR encompasses constant researching, 
conducting and evaluating communication programs to achieve the informed public understanding 
necessary to the success of an organization’s aims.

Key words: visual communication, PR theory, organizational communication, aesthetics

Introduction

Contemporary professional organizational communication is managed by public re-
lations (PR) practitioners. It encompasses constant researching, conducting and evalu-
ating communication programs to achieve the informed public understanding necessary 
to the success of an organization’s aims (Pieczka, 2010; Roberts-Bowman, 2020). The 
bulk of contemporary content in media sphere is being created through public relations 
agency (Zerfass, Verčič, & Wiesenberg, 2016; Young, 2020). Media are being treated 
by the PR practitioners as the useful bridge, influential channel to reach the recipients. 
Such actions shouldn’t be misunderstood and treated as equal with companies’ market-
ing activities (Fawkes, 2018). PR adapts and it’s in the move with its publics, it’s much 
more than marketing-orientated communication, e.g. advertising or other marketing 
tools used in order to sell product or service. It is described as dynamic organizational 
communication interrelated not only with economic interest of the institution, but also 
cultural and societal dimensions underpinning market and its communication industry 
(Edwards, 2018; Ihlen & Fredriksson, 2018). Empirical investigations have revealed PR as 
a “contingent, cultural activity that forms part of the communicative process by which 
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society constructs its symbolic and material “reality” (Edwards & Hodges, 2011:3). Re-
lationship between PR and pictorial society (Mirzoeff, 2016) is mutually transformative 
(Kohrs, 2018). Wiesenberg & Verčič (2021) proved that after iconic turn even though 
visual studies in communication research are increasing in general, public relations and 
strategic communication researchers have only emerged.  “Understanding how visual 
meaning-making works, is therefore, fundamental to understanding and engaging with 
stakeholders in Public Relations” (Kohrs, 2018, p. 13). Nowadays, organizations use visu-
al, interactive media as main channels to reach the recipients in their constant flow. But 
after the pictorial turn in the era of design, illustrations, and digital photography (Leaver, 
Highfield, & Abidin, 2020), too little attention has been payed to the visual in the theory 
of public relations. “Public relations and strategic communication have always used vi-
sualization for their agents’ purpose(s) to create a specific meaning that supports their 
agents’ goals” (Wiesenberg & Verčič, 2020: 230). Compelling narratives, articulated by 
PR practitioners, need to be accompanied with engaging images.  “The power of a visual 
image is an eye-grabbing hook for the audience, which connects them through human 
interest and episodic frames by personalizing the subject” (Dhanesh & Rahman, 2021: 
9). The visual messages are more and more important part of institution’s communica-
tion activities (Collister & Roberts-Bowman, 2018). This conceptual paper advocates for 
integration of visual communication into PR theorising. The three functions of such PR 
are described: information, persuasion and aesthetics. The article contributes to the PR 
research stage described as critical and cultural approach (Fawkes, 2018, p. 163) still 
insufficiently discussed in public relations academic field.

PR publics visually informed and persuaded

Rudolf Arnheim, a classic theorist for visual communication argues that “one must 
establish what people are looking at before one can hope to understand why, under the 
conditions peculiar to them, they see what they see” (Arnheim, 1977: 4). From the 90s’ of 
the 20th century, when the term “iconic turn” started to conquer the academia (Mitchell, 
2006); its march through subsequent scientific disciplines has started. Now reaching 
also organizational communication (Boxenbaum, Meyer & Svejenova, 2018) and public 
relations (Roessler, 2014) (Collister & Roberts-Bowman, 2018). This emerging approach 
focuses on the interweaving visual channels of organizational communication activi-
ties. PR seeks to explore the notion of stakeholders’ encounters with various images 
as the functional “pre-communicative context” (Collister & Roberts-Bowman, 2018: 4) 
.Nowadays, both visual and organizational messages play a vital role in media reception, 
decoding campaigns and various media effects e.g. protest and activism movements 
(Rovisco & Veneti, 2017). As Thelander (2018, p. 1722) shows the study of visual com-
munication traditionally includes “different visual objects as well as their consumption 
and production”, and it covers “material objects as well as acts of seeing, perception, and 
production. This processes might be seen within institutional range. Karina Goransson 
and Anna-Sara Fagerholm (2018) define visual strategic communication as a purposeful 
use of communication by an organization to fulfil its mission using visual channels. To 
do so, the public needs to be informed and engaged (Waszkiewicz-Raviv, 2020). Visu-
al domain is the field of constructed truths, issues and communicated ideas defined 
in favour of an institution. Symbolic properties are being attributed within and through 
images to the visually orientated audiences. Organizational intention aims at building 
understanding of specific problems, important for the recipient through associations 
with visual stimuli chosen by the sender. The institutionally rooted visual messages bear 
strong persuasive potential (Messaris, 1997; Petrova & Cialdini, 2008). Media recipients, 
especially submerged in online environment, do browse and identify driven by image 
stimuli, more than the verbal ones (Leaver, Highfield & Abidin, 2020). The firm position 
of Instagram as PR visual tool in the online community is unquestionable (Bergström 
& Bäckman, 2013), as it is the fastest growing social network site globally (Sheldon & 
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Bryant, 2016). Nowadays, the digital message more and more often equals the visu-
al messages (Leaver, Highfield, & Abidin, 2020). Big Data phenomenon enhanced the 
need for visualisation of data, depicting information. The trend called visual journalism 
is developing (Franchi, 2013; Errea, 2017). Journalists increasingly create images and 
infographics. The public is visually orientated (Holsanova, 2014). Not objectivity, but 
transparency and independence are vital for journalism to be credible in the 21st century 
and the elusive characteristic of image provides that impression. Zantides (2017) proved 
how powerful the visual metaphors can be. When a comment is given in words, when in-
terpretation is provided in textual form, then the feeling of imposed cognitive framework 
seems stronger, than when it is presented through images (Stöckl, Caple, & Pflaeging, 
2020). Caple and Knox (2015: 292) have argued that “we have witnessed a fundamental 
shift in visual toward visual story-telling”. Photography, drawing, cartoon, video appear to 
be more “impartial”, “real” and “personal” for the recipients (Becker, 2017). On the other 
hand, “there has been intense debate around diminishing authority of the image, and 
especially its truth-value when it comes to documenting social reality” (Aiello & Parry, 
2020, p. 3). Due to manipulative practices with photography or data visualisation, the 
image making activities require deeper understanding and researching. Visual reporting, 
visual storytelling are broadcasters’ attempts to create reports actual and accessible 
through the visual representations. Online cameras, 3D self-steering reports provided by 
BBC and CNN are already important part of media sphere. The victorious march of im-
ages through media getting fiercer (Aiello & Parry, 2020).  Pictures are transforming, get-
ting more comprehensive, appealing, images becoming more engaging for the publics. 
Nowadays, trending information has to be anticipated and understood well in advance. 
Media are getting ready for the virtual reality revolution (Reis & Coelho, 2018). Slowly 
the immersive journalism is developing (Sánchez Laws, 2020). Van der Haak, Parks and 
Castells (2012:2932) accentuate that “it involves the creation of virtual realms based 
on factual reporting to do interactive storytelling with a point of view”. The PR specialist 
might literally indicate this point of view e.g. the journalists might be invited to partici-
pate in a computer generated re-creation of a factually reported news story. The story 
covering the company’s interests may be presented through images, sometimes using 
even a visual avatar to enhance the empathy toward organisation, enrich it with human 
factor. Company’s effort to stand out in the media noise is much more successful when 
using strategic visual communication tools, by no means in a strategically designed and 
coordinated way. Human vision is active (Marr, 2002). Immersive media relations include 
professional company’s interactions with editors, reporters, journalists and influencers 
providing newsworthy and engaging visual message, a personalised pictorial story or 
visual information using the appropriate images and virtual reality outlets in the service 
of organizational issues and interest. As the vision is active and it is socially constructed 
(Mitchell, 2006), therefore, it might be influenced by the PR-related media. In other words, 
specific phenomenal space, media-sphere seen as perception field is being co-creat-
ed by institutional agents. The behaviourist approach is not sufficient to apprehend PR 
interventions. As it is no longer enough to describe the visual communication through 
simple model of stimulus (picture) - response on the retina) e.g. big billboards attract 
visual attention of a viewer). David Marr wrote: „What does it mean, to see? An ordinary 
man’s answer (and Aristotle’s too) would be, to know what is where by looking. In other 
words, vision is the process of discovering from images what is present in the world, 
and where it is” (Marr, 2002, p. 229). This non-constructivist, mechanic-like David Marr’s 
(2002) description, represents both common-sensed and mechanic-like understanding 
of vision process. Images inform, disseminate data, propagate knowledge, but images 
also persuade, influence the attitudes of the audience, change the emotional attitude 
of the public, generate behaviours etc. The issue of visual persuasion in the context of 
public relations theory should not be underestimated. The exemplary application might 
be the theory of priority features of images (Waszkiewicz-Raviv, 2020, p.142-146). 
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Persuasiveness of visual messages in PR context

This part of the essay focuses on what constitutes the persuasiveness of visual 
messages also in the context of PR. Suh and Biernatzki (1999) identified three main 
features that make the images persuasive within a communication process. These are: 
criterion of resemblance, quickness and ambiguity. Such line of categorisation may dif-
ferentiate the visuals from the verbal messages. In the case of resemblance, Messa-
ris (1999) proved that it is built upon characteristics of signs used in visual messag-
es. These are: iconicity, indexicality and syntactic indeterminacy. Lisowska-Magdziarz 
(2019, p.74) also described, in detail, how a recipient can be an animal significans, and 
engage himself or herself into polysemic decoding of pictorial representations.  Iconicity 
as semantic property of images is referred to as likeness to a representational object. 
Thanks to this property images, adjacent replica of the objects appearance, can be used 
by global corporations across the cultures (Suh& Biernatzki, 1999, p. 4). For example, the 
photography of the campaign ambassador reflects someone’s appearance, the look of 
the ambassador that is indicated through picture. Indexicality, as a second visual feature 
constituting resemblance, is the property if the pictures as physical trace the object, as 
a proof. So the same photographic image can serve as documentary for the event where 
the ambassador supported the company that he or she cooperates with. Indexicality 
allows the usage of images as evidences, emblems that prove that the described event 
happened. Another feature of images is syntactic indeterminacy, in comparison to ver-
bal language; this feature of visual signs underpins the lack of causality or analogy in 
decoding. The recipient has much more freedom in “reading” the images than the text 
that is linear and strongly dependant on grammatical rules. Seeing is a process that can 
be “freely” constructed by the viewer. Habrajska (2020) describes these semiotic phe-
nomena further. Icons and symbols in visual message denote reality, but complex com-
binations of learned pictorial schema are much less “aware” for the viewer, than the oral 
code. Conventionality is predominant in deciphering the images but less “structured” 
than in verbal codes. To sum up, it is easier to spot a mistake in the text written in the na-
tive language of a recipient, than to be able to define, what is wrong with a composition 
or the content of the image presenting the same situation as a written text (with a gram-
mar mistake). Suh and Biernatzki (1999) also identify that persuasive function of imag-
es as being constituted by their quickness and ambiguity. Visual imaging serves as a 
mediating factor in decoding images in PR message. This process works faster due to a 
holistic nature of the picture. It makes interpretation immediate, intuitive and less cogni-
tively absorbing than words used in the message (Szymura& Horbaczewski, 2005). And 
ambiguity means that in a persuasive message the arguments are better transmitted 
through words but cues are provided through visuals. The non-central, peripheral route 
of persuasion is being attributed more to images (Petrova& Cialdini, 2008; Habrajska, 
2020, p. 93). When PR visual message is deciphered, it provides the content faster but it 
also leaves more field for free interpretation and is considered less imposing as images 
suggest polysemy in deciphering signs. To sum up, a following example may clarify this 
framework. Let us compare a written biography of the new CEO, a biography prepared 
and shared within internal communication by the PR department, alongside with a cor-
porate photography of the CEO. The text provides facts, dates, identifies professionalism 
and experience. On the other hand, the shared professional corporate photo identifies a 
CEO person (resemblance through indexicality, iconicity). It also demonstrates profes-
sionalism, creativity (when the pose of the person and background are well-designed), 
but these features are not imposed, they are suggested through visual signs (dress code, 
face mimics, gestures). What is more such a corporate portrait may identify organiza-
tional culture (CEO posing if front of the factory building, machines used in company, 
architecture etc), and facilitate internal communication (viewer may recognise the new 
boss). It may suggest transparency of the new CEO, as this person openly shares his/ 
her image.() It may also indicate professionalism and creativity through pictures that are 
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more intuitive in decoding, they may be considered less imposing. 

The image economy and the aesthetic trends in the PR strategy agenda.

In order to identify and reveal the mechanisms of the influence of signs used in vi-
sual institutional messages, this paper proposes also a third function for visual public re-
lations. The aesthetic function is proposed, as public relations might also co-create and 
promote beauty within organizational communication practice. Public relations, defined 
as strategic, institutional communication management is  an organizational function. 
Therefore, it needs to take under consideration changes in the market environment that 
it operates within to ensure engagement (Dhanesh, 2017).  “Engagement is an affective, 
cognitive, and behavioral state wherein publics and organizations who share mutual in-
terests in salient topics interact along continua that range from passive to active and 
from control to collaboration, and is aimed at goal attainment, adjustment, and adapta-
tion for both publics and organizations” (Dhanesh, 2017, p. 925). Aesthetic categories 
are a part of salient antecedents in situational theory of PR publics. The literature proves 
that dominant business  and cultural paradigm of a particular time has impact  on  the  
practice  and  outlook  of  public  relations (Verwey 2000). Hypermodern times are pre-
occupied with aesthetic trends (Lipovetsky, 2004). Professionals must comprehend the 
major issues and trends confronting business, and be able to effectively demonstrate 
their long-term implications to management. Term “image economy” (Shroeder, 2004) 
might be valuable here. Material differentiation between goods and services is not any 
more the arena to compete for organizations. It is the image attributed to the traded of-
fer that matters. The PR, especially the one with stronger marketing orientation (product 
PR), might find visual approach to understanding consumer behaviour rewarding. The 
market competes with images. The classic, modernist, rational, physical product based 
view of the offer and demand activities, seems to be outdated, or at least less efficient. 
Scholars advocate that design strategy and the system of images that it relies upon, 
do construct the brand image on the market (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). PR, with its 
image creation purpose, is incontestably necessary and influential. These days the form 
matters more than the content, or maybe it was like that before the globalized, digital 
times, but now it is just more visual. Some organizations might be powerful enough to 
create international representational systems, one of them is Disney corporation. From 
the twenties of the 20th century this company has been distributing aesthetic codes 
and meaning through “glittering images”. Disney sells entertainment in a very specific 
aesthetic form, where all heroes’ eyes and faces have similar form. In their visual stories 
beauty equals happiness. Deceptively pluralistic (new productions almost every half a 
year), originally  refers  to  a  themed  visual coherence (Berleant, 1994). Spectacular in 
scale and brilliant in consistent execution, for almost 100 years American entertainment 
trans-national corporation dissolves worldwide specific aesthetic pattern that shapes 
the taste of millions viewers all around the globe. It signifies childhood beauty and turns 
it into money. Valuable licenses for commodity goods, starting from furniture and clothes 
ending up on diapers, enrich the product image and its price; they are targeted not only at 
young consumers (e.g. male socks with Mickey Mouse pattern). The Disney form, the ex-
ternal appearance under the trade mark, provides the basis for both decision and action 
of the consumers. Nowadays, organization perception and its offered image, rely on the 
visual strategies within the market field. More specifically, currently, the way organization 
signifies and defines the category of beauty, and where it takes a stand in the classifi-
cation of market attractiveness is conducted through visual communication processes. 
In regard to such processes, numerous developing academic field busts with theories 
standing under the term:  organizational aesthetics. According to Taylor (2013:30) it’s 
the use of “arts-based methods in organizations” dealing with theoretical accounts of 
aesthetic phenomena in institutions. It’s applying art in the transformational potential 
of an  embodied aesthetics in organization (both people and objects) and beyond in its 
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broad environment. Such environment is often defined as postmodern and critical.  If or-
ganizational aesthetics is to be seen through more pragmatic lenses, then mainly worth 
attention are practices through institutional visual channels. Those aesthetic practices 
are managed by PR specialists. Artistic organizational information design, corporate mu-
seums (e.g. House of Bols in Amsterdam), public space design (e.g. memorial parks of 
the corporation founders), art branding campaigns (e.g. BMW Guggenheim LAB), street 
art (Dulux Global Street Art campaign) are already part of public relations special events, 
where applying aesthetic into relations with stakeholders seem to be enjoyable for au-
dience and fruitful for the company. Image transformation is not only linear, but creates 
’meaningful groups’ with specifically applied values. Due to PR activities in the long run, 
it is the company that might define what is beautiful or ugly, worth to see and rather 
ignored. Company’s image is not a static construct, but on the contrary; it is a dynamic 
phenomenon, changing under the influence of environmental stimuli seen socially.

Conclusions on visual public relations functions

Contemporary organizations are dynamic entities. “The use of the visual mode is 
not the same now as it was even 50 years ago in Western societies; it is not even the 
same from one society to another; and it is not the same from one social group or insti-
tution to another” (Kress & Van Leeuwen 2021: 19). Institutions manage their communi-
cation processes in a strategic and holistic way to counterbalance the changeable envi-
ronment. James Grunig (2011) broadened the functional perspective in PR, he expanded 
and elaborated segments like environmental scanning, stakeholders and publics, culti-
vating  and  evaluating  relationships,  tracing  the  effect of  relationships on reputation, 
planning and evaluating communication programs strategically. In all of them, the visual 
channels are important means of communication. The PR plays an important role in 
the contemporary organizational functioning. But new paradigms in PR theory empha-
sise the role of social environment in organizational communication (Edwards, 2018; 
Fawkes, 2018). Collective vision theory (Mirzoeff, 2016) suggests that we learn how to 
see and not just simply observe the world through the sense of sight. What differs us 
from other creatures (e.g. animals that are predominantly born ready to act visually in the 
environment), is that humans need to developmentally learn, how to use their eyes, how 
to see the surrounding, and by that to create a bond with it. Primarily in visually driven 
relationship the individual learns how to perform socially, how to achieve specific posi-
tion and power. When organization conducts PR strategically, it may influence the way 
people perceive reality. Visual public relations both informs and persuades, but it may 
also anesthetize. Aesthetic stimuli is capable of triggering aesthetic experience of beau-
ty “during a sensory, cognitive, affective, interactive and valuation process observing or 
even communicating with an object or event which leads to a pleasurable, enjoyable and 
meaningful state of mind” (De Groot 2014, p.157). This paper showed how visual public 
relations is entangled with visual journalism, how persuasive PR images can be and 
what potential lays in aestheticizing organizational dialogue with engaged publics. The 
issue of both ethical and pictorial dilemmas of such practices still awaits its theoretical 
underpinning. This paper proposal tries to seek out in visual realm answers for modern 
PR challenges. It indicates and reveals areas for incorporation of visual communica-
tion and image theory for public relations theory, even PR as developing area in pictorial 
times. The paper summons conditions and attempts to point out, where visual public re-
lations start. Visual PR is seen as the non-artistic, mediated experience of visual stimuli, 
as dialogue conducted through images, pictures created by the organizational sender in 
attempt to shape visual thinking of the stakeholders. The applicability of the model still 
needs to be discussed and further research and theoretical analysis conducted. These 
results provide a theoretical rejoinder to claims that visual communication field might be 
encapsulated in PR theory. 
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Abstract
Higher education in specific professional competencies is each time a challenge to combine 

the expectations and capabilities of universities, the expectations of the labor market and the expec-
tations of students. With regard to the competencies of the future, relevant to the marketing commu-
nications sector, the situation becomes further complicated due to the dynamically changing digital 
media and modes of communication. In Polish conditions, numerous research results are available, 
indicating the expectations of employers of the marketing communications sector. However, there 
is a lack of research dedicated to the competence offer of universities in this regard, as well as the 
expectations and interests of students. This article attempts to fill this gap. It presents the results 
of a survey of 156 students at Polish higher education institutions regarding the assessment of the 
presence of future competencies in the study plans of the majors they study and their perceived 
professional usefulness of these competencies. The results of the survey indicate the existence of a 
competence gap both between the offer of higher education institutions and the expectations of em-
ployers, as well as between the expectations of students and employers. This article was written as 
part of the implementation of the “Media and Communication in Education and Science” project, un-
der the International Partnerships program, funded by the National Agency for Academic Exchange. 
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1. Professional competence - a bridge between the education and labour markets 
in the age of the digital economy

The process of acquiring professional qualifications and competencies is one of 
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the most important concepts describing the practical effect of educational activities. It 
determines the preparation of an employee to meet the challenges of the labour market 
and the expectations of employers. The area of formation of professional competencies 
is interdisciplinary, as it is the object of interest of management (including mainly human 
resource management), pedagogy, sociology as well as social communication sciences. 
The problem of managing qualifications and competencies, which, as a subject of sci-
entific reflection, is constantly developing in the field of management sciences, is also 
an issue itself (Draganidis, Mentzas 2006; Klett 2010). Competence management can 
be considered broadly, as a kind of management philosophy or as a way of thinking the 
organization adopts about all its assets, abilities and skills.  We are then dealing with a 
kind of personification of business entities and other organizations. A narrower under-
standing of competence management is referred to as the competence of employees, 
especially their professional competence. 

In Polish literature on human resource management, the terms “qualifications” or 
“competencies” are often used synonymously, as the scopes of both concepts overlap 
to a large extent (Orczyk 2009). Professional qualifications have, over the years, become 
synonymous with the effect of acquiring certain skills necessary for the work perfor-
mance. The diversification of the qualifications obtaining process was unquestionably 
caused, in the conditions of successive industrial revolutions, by

the massification of educational processes, the inability to prepare pupils or stu-
dents for the holistic use of a wide variety of skills, and at the same time, the dynamics 
of progressive civilizational changes as well as the need to adapt to the specifics of 
social, organizational and technical transformation (Gawronski et al., 2021). One of the 
most diversified and understudied competency resources are managerial qualifications 
(Chelpa 2003).  

Formal education still remains one of the most important areas of professional 
preparation. This also applies to the marketing communications sector. As far as the 
level of competencies required to work in the sector is considered, higher education 
has a special role in the preparation of our industry’s workforce. From this point of view, 
universities should change and adjust their curricula as quickly and comprehensively 
as possible, updating them with new competencies to adapt to the evolving changes 
in the labour market (Ramley 2014; Mouritzis et al., 2018). Typically, however, tradition-
al education systems take time to effectively develop and implement new or modified 
curricula. This results in a gap between the demand for competencies, reported by the 
labour market, and the provision of new competencies by education (Spada et al. 2022). 
In Polish conditions, this is evidenced by many years of research, conducted in the area 
of journalist education (Gawronski et al. 2009; Gawronski 2010; Gawronski and Polak 
2010). However, the pattern of the defined competence gaps also occurs in other areas, 
including marketing communication. This, in consequence, creates space for both new, 
more dynamic and flexible educational entities, as well as new competency and educa-
tional platforms of more general nature (such as MOOCs and various open e-learning 
and m-learning courses) (Milićević et al. 2021).  

Technology including artificial intelligence is changing in the area of communica-
tion. This includes remote work or changes on the labour market, and thus it affects the 
skills that an employee should have. The demand for professional profiles is evolving 
and more and more often employers are looking for employees with know-how and tech-
nological skills. STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) skills – sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics (Zizka et al. 2021) are becoming crucial. 
However, the new paradigm of market realities and employment puts social and personal 
skills (the value of which cannot be replaced by technological processes) ahead of con-
crete expertise. Skills such as critical thinking, analytical skills, emotional intelligence 
and cognitive flexibility are becoming essential in the new reality (Finn 2011; Abdullaeva 
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et al. 2020).

2. Competences of the future in the field of marketing communes – an attempt at 
operationalization

According to the research on the Polish marketing communication sector, both uni-
versities and employers from the marketing communication industry expect cooperation 
primarily to develop the most popular field of cooperation so far, i.e. the student intern-
ship system. In addition, business expects cooperation to be able to acquire employees 
with higher qualifications, i.e. graduates who had been prepared for work in a better 
way. At the same time, companies in the marketing communication sector are mod-
erately interested in the possibility of influencing curricula and adapting them to their 
needs. Moreover, they expect the universities themselves to place greater emphasis on 
the development of communication and cooperation skills among students. Business 
also draws attention to the need to develop creativity, innovation and cognitive flexibility 
at universities as their importance is increasing in a world increasingly dominated by al-
gorithms.  The Fourth Industrial Revolution provides mobile computing and information 
technology that is significantly changing economies, businesses and societies. And just 
like the previous ones, it affects the labour market by creating demand for millions of 
new jobs, but also the demand for new qualifications and skills of employees (Monitor-
ing the education market, labour and marketing communication 2020).

Polish research also confirms that marketing communication sector shows little 
interest in cooperating with universities in the field of scientific research or the use of ac-
ademic research infrastructures. At the same time, researchers expect greater business 
involvement in financing scientific activity. The results of the study in this regard reflect 
the structural features of Polish economy, which is called the “sub-supplier economy”. It 
produces low added value, relies on low labour costs and limited innovation. The latter 
feature is reflected in some of the lowest inputs on R&D in the EU and the small share of 
the sector participating in the expenses (“Cooperation between universities and enter-
prises from the marketing communication sector” 2021).

In the knowledge society, organizations operate at a global level; the economy is 
characterized by strong competition and cross-sectoral interdependence. Flexible pro-
duction systems and other consequences resulting from automation, robotization, mov-
ing towards the use of artificial intelligence are the hallmarks of the fourth industrial 
revolution and the modern concept of industry 4.0 (Davies 2015).  This is also reflect-
ed in the responsibility of the state and educational institutions for the development 
of modern education, focused on new competences and qualifications.  Improving the 
accessibility and quality of education and vocational training to help people of all ages 
adapt to new technologies is currently one of the priorities of European Union countries 
(The Fourth Industrial Revolution and its impact on the labour market 2020). 

It is therefore necessary to study the impact of new technologies on labour markets 
and to modernise policies and education so that it is geared towards rapidly improving 
the level of education and skills of people of all ages, in particular with regard to STEM 
and non-cognitive soft skills, which will enable people to realise their unique human po-
tential. The scope of intervention should include school curricula, teacher training, ex-
tending its attractiveness beyond traditional low- and medium-skilled professions. Gov-
ernments should also facilitate the renewal of vocational training for individuals who 
have acquired new qualifications in the course of their work. Countries should focus on 
the digitalisation of formal and non-formal education so that learners can learn about 
new technologies at the stage of education, which they will use later at work. Thanks 
to such measures, it will be possible to adapt the qualifications and skills of employees 
to the requirements of the labour market. The educational offer should be prepared in 
cooperation with enterprises and educational units (Economy 4.0... 2016; Nedelkoska & 
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Quintini 2018).
Digital education covers two main streams. Firstly, it is the development of digi-

tal competences for learners. Secondly, the pedagogical use of digital technologies to 
modify, transform and improve teaching processes. The European Digital Competence 
Framework for Citizens, also known as DigComp, describes the model digital compe-
tences and it has already been used by many European countries. DigComp divides ITS 
IT competencies into five areas: 
 - information and data processing competence; 
 - communication and cooperation; 
 - creation of digital content; 
 - security;
 - solving problems (Digital Education at School in Europe. Eurydice Report 2019).

The challenges and possible benefits of digital education are extremely diverse. 
From the labour market perspective, the gap in the skills of the workforce is most import-
ant. An increasing number of jobs require basic skills in information and communication 
technologies, and more and more new jobs are based on specialized digital competenc-
es. From a societal point of view, the biggest challenge is inclusivity, e.g., IT divides peo-
ple into those without basic IT skills or with only basic IT skills and highly qualified and 
talented individuals, which can substantially widen the existing gaps in society. From an 
educational point of view, the challenge is not only to ensure that young people develop 
the digital competences they need, but also to reap the benefits that technology can 
bring to educational processes, both in formal and informal education. It is also import-
ant to guarantee the safe use of digital technologies. Threats aimed at students, such as 
cyberbullying, internet addiction or loss of privacy, have been a major concern for some 
time (Digital Competences and Remote Learning in the European Union 2020; Ogonows-
ka 2016; Rozkrut 2018).

Competences that distinguish human work from the work of information systems, 
robots or artificial intelligence are of key importance. These are the areas in which a 
human being will still be difficult to replace and thus they have been called the compe-
tences of the future. 

The competences include:
 - Cognitive competence – commonly referred to as thinking competences. It is a very 

broad concept, encompassing both creativity, logical reasoning and solving complex 
problems;
 - Social competences – necessary in a work environment that requires contact with 

other people, teamwork or people management. These include, first of all: effective 
group collaboration, leadership and entrepreneurship, as well as emotional intelligence; 
 - Digital and technical competences – these are the so-called hard skills. Digital compe-

tences, which are of fundamental importance, are particularly important in this respect. 
They are not limited to programming or data analysis, but cover a wide range of skills 
from digital problem solving to knowledge of privacy or cybersecurity (van Laar et al. 
2017).

The competences of the future can only be effectively shaped within the framework 
of a broad and flexible educational system, focused on lifelong learning, not limited to 
formal forms of education.  The axis of this system should be a human being who under-
stands the need for constant education and acquisition of new skills. The basic structure 
of this ecosystem is formed by institutions providing formal education, understood as 
learning at school and at university, but the necessary role in it is played by all organiza-
tions providing opportunities for non-formal and informal education. Employers, NGOs, 
offline and online course providers, local communities, etc. play a special role there. 
Formal education institutions develop knowledge and skills, but, above all, cognitive and 
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social competences that allow them to draw on the opportunities inherent in educa-
tion provided as part of an open educational system (Lauder & Mayhew 2020; Włoch & 
Śledziewska 2019; Łapińska et al. 2022).

Developing technologies also create new opportunities and challenges for practi-
tioners in the marketing communication industry. The adoption of digital marketing tech-
niques, basing it largely on social media, has significantly contributed to the individual-
ization and individual targeting of marketing, in which product providers communicate 
to a greater extent with individual users and consumers, increasingly moving away from 
marketing communication based on mass communication (Brady et al. 2008).  Digital 
marketing can be understood as a sub-branch of traditional marketing, using modern dig-
ital channels to place products and, above all, to communicate with stakeholders (Royle 
and Laing 2014) or as the use of digital technologies to create integrated, targeted and 
measurable communication that helps to gain and retain customers while building deep 
relationships with them based on cooperation, partnership and loyalty (Wymbs 2011). 
Skills used in digital marketing refer to knowledge and awareness of the application of 
digital marketing in creative industries and other spheres of activity, where it is particu-
larly widely used. In literature, you can find research results showing gaps between the 
skills of employees and the expectations of employers in the marketing communication 
industry.  They are usually limited to a specific country and do not show global trends 
(Day 2011; Valos et al. 2010;  Royle & Laing 2014). In Polish conditions, research on dig-
ital competences in the marketing communication industry is usually conducted by en-
vironmental institutions associating market participants. In addition to this, in 2020 the 
Sectoral Council for the Marketing Communication Sector, which is an advisory body of 
the Minister of Development in Poland, started developing an up-to-date catalogue and 
competences of the future based on empirical research. This may constitute a market 
determinant of education directions in the area of marketing communication. One of the 
statutory tasks of sectoral councils is to inspire the best possible matching of education 
to the requirements of employers, so that people who choose a specific industry as a 
workplace are best suited to it. Marketing, and marketing communication, is a field un-
dergoing dynamic transformation and revolutionary transformations, which means that 
the demand for competences is dynamically changing over time. According to the au-
thors of the study, the sectoral council should be a link between the industry and public 
administration institutions that manage the stream of public funds and educational in-
stitutions. One of the key tasks is to recommend the development of services tailored to 
the needs of the marketing communication industry, for which participants will be able 
to receive public funds. At the same time, these qualifications and competences should 
be a determinant of modernized plans and educational programs that are implemented 
by universities in the area of marketing communication (Gawroński et al. 2021).

So far, three editions of this cyclical study of training and development needs in 
the marketing communication sector have been held. The research took place in 2020-
2022. The results obtained can therefore be compared and changes in the anticipation 
of the demand for skills of employees now and in the near future can be observed. The 
materials resulting from the research cover not only the perspective of employers, but 
also of the perspective of the employees of the sector.  In 2020, employers were mostly 
interested in training employees in the following areas: strategy (63 percent), new mar-
keting technologies (56 percent), project management (49 percent), and planning and ef-
fectiveness of marketing campaigns (46 percent). Employee expectations were similar, 
with campaign planning and effectiveness coming before project management. In 2021, 
the perspective of employers changed. In the first positions, they indicated: Internet mar-
keting and project management (66.7 percent each). The podium was complemented 
by the areas of marketing communication and creativity (57.8 percent each). In 2022, 
employers considered the following areas to be the most important: technological and 
digital, communication, analytical and management-related areas. On the other hand, 
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the employees proposed to improve their qualifications in: using communication tools 
and channels, management, analysis and communication. The cited reports contain de-
tailed developments of the desired training within such generally presented areas as, 
for example, strategy. At this point, it is worth noting that the collected expectations of 
both companies and employees are not bold, futuristic visions of the future, but a sober 
response to the competence gaps observed today (Competences in the world of market-
ing communication.  2022).

3. Research methodology

As part of the “Media and Communication and Education and Science” project, an 
international team of researchers assessed the expectations of students from 4 coun-
tries (Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Latvia) regarding the desired competenc-
es that they would like to obtain during their studies in fields related to social commu-
nication and marketing communication.  For this purpose, a questionnaire survey was 
carried out on a group of 588 students of first- and second-cycle studies. Its aim was to 
verify the presence of competences of the future in educational programs, through opin-
ions obtained from students. The study was performed using the CAWI method in the 
period May-June 2021. The sample size obtained, as well as the fact that it was selected 
in a deliberate way, taking into account the university students participating in the proj-
ect, makes it impossible to extrapolate the results to the whole population. However, the 
results are an important indication of educational standards, because the study covered 
those universities that are intensively developing modern educational programs in the 
field of marketing communication and constitute a recognized brand on the higher edu-
cation market. The study used the survey questionnaire as a research tool, formulating 
questions to obtain as true as possible declarative assessments, in accordance with the 
self-assessment methodology applied in the measurement of communicative compe-
tence (McCroskey 1994;  McCroskey and McCroskey 1998; Duran 1983). 156 completed 
questionnaires were obtained as a part of Polish students’ opinion survey.

Verification of competences in the field of perceived professional suitability and 
presence in study plans was based on the classification of key areas and competenc-
es contained therein, indicated in the research and reports of the Sectoral Competence 
Council. The competences of the future for the area of marketing communication in-
clude in this typology a total of 13 general training and development areas, containing 
several or a dozen or so issues, assessed differently by employers from the point of view 
of their suitability on the labour market. Apart from the detailed results of the Sectoral 
Competence Council survey, six key competence areas defined by employers were se-
lected. 

These include: 1. Strategy area; 2. New marketing technologies; 3. Planning and 
effectiveness of advertising campaigns; 4. Project management; 5. Area of creativity; 
6. Managerial skills. Each of these competence areas was assigned to detailed issues, 
which then, as a result of the conducted research, were arranged according to the criteri-
on of training potential that had been indicated by the participants of the labour market.  
Ultimately, 20 competences of the future were selected, which are of particular impor-
tance for employers of the marketing communication industry. These 20 competences 
were assessed by the students surveyed. 

4. Research results

The presented study included verification of the extent to which the surveyed stu-
dents perceive the presence of individual competences of the future in their study plans. 
Their task was to determine whether (even within one subject of teaching) they had 
encountered subjects on their educational path, aimed at educating selected compe-
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tences. In order to reduce the risk of different interpretations of individual names of com-
petences, respondents were given a glossary of terms, which aimed at clearly defining 
specific names of competences. The results of the study on the presence of competenc-
es in study plans are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. The presence of marketing competences in study plans declared by the sur-
veyed students.

Number of
observations

N %

Social_media 135

156

86,5

Digital_marketing 129 82,7

Content_marketing 126 80,8

Design_thinking 123 78,8

Creative_thinking 108 69,2

Customer_experience 84 53,8

Media_planning 81 51,9

Goals_management 75 48,1

HRM 75 48,1

Analytics_SEM_SEO 63 40,4

Building_commitment 63 40,4

Data_analysis 63 40,4

Mobile_marketing 57 36,5

Big_data 51 32,7

Budget_management 48 30,8

Influencer_marketing 42 26,9

Time_management 42 26,9

Data_science 42 26,9

Machine_learning 24 15,4

Agile_management 21 13,5

According to the presented data, the key competences, educated as part of the 
fields of study related to marketing communication, refer to its component, which is 
digital marketing. The three competences highlighted by students relate directly or in-
directly to this area (social media, digital marketing, and content marketing). Students 
also indicated two clearly perceived competences related to creativity (design thinking 
and creative thinking). At the same time, a very low rate of presence in the study plans 
of competences was noted. This concerns the digital economy and industry 4.0 – data 
science and machine learning and may be surprising.  Time management and agile man-
agement, which are important and desirable managerial and social competences for 
employers, are recognized by students to an extremely limited extent. 

Regardless of the presence of individual competences in educational programs 
observed by the respondents, it is important to see how students perceive the real and 
practical usefulness of the competences. Of course, their opinions are most often not 
verified by a professional activity and are only a reflection of how the respondents think 
– which may prove useful in their professional work in the future. 
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The results of the study in this area are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Professional suitability of future competences concerning the area of marketing com-
munication – in the opinion of the surveyed students.

Number of
observations

N %

Digital_marketing 90

156

57,7

Social_media 87 55,8

Content_marketing 72 46,2

Creative_thinking 72 46,2

Design_thinking 69 44,2

Mobile_marketing 57 36,5

Influencer_marketing 54 34,6

Media_planning 51 32,7

Analytics_SEM_SEO 51 32,7

Budget_management 51 32,7

Time_management 48 30,8

Goals_management 45 28,8

Customer_experience 45 28,8

HRM 42 26,9

Building_commitment 39 25,0

Data_analysis 39 25,0

Data_science 30 19,2

Big_data 27 17,3

Agile_management 24 15,4

Machine_learning 18 11,5
While analysing the results of the study, it should first of all be noted that the assess-

ment of the perceived usefulness of competences is generally lower than the assess-
ment of the presence of competences in the educational system in which the respon-
dents operate. This means that universities develop competences that are assessed as 
useful - in the best case- by only half of the students. Most often, however, the suitability 
indicators are significantly lower. The assessment of the usefulness of the three most 
important competences reflects their high and perceptible presence in the educational 
process. More than half of the respondents consider competences in the field of social 
media and digital marketing to be useful. Other competences have varying attractive-
ness in terms of their usefulness, although there is a general correlation between what 
students expect and what universities offer to them. It is worth noting that key compe-
tences for Industry 4.0 and the digital economy (relatively “difficult”) are assessed as the 
least useful by the respondents. 

A graphical comparison of the results, indicating the differences between the offer 
of plans and curricula and students’ expectations, measured by the assessment of pro-
fessional suitability, for all analysed competences, is presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Comparison of the offer of competences in study plans and assessment 
of their suitability by the surveyed students.
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5. Discussion and conclusions

The survey results presented here lead to somewhat surprising observations. First-
ly - a significant part of the expectations of the labour market is reflected in teaching 
plans. Once again, a caveat should be made that the survey was conducted in only three 
non-public higher education institutions in Poland. Thus, any broader conclusions or ex-
trapolation of the results of the survey to a larger population cannot be drawn. This may 
be due to the higher organizational dynamics of private schools which have less bureau-
cracy and tend to be smaller, flexible units. In contrast, large universities, have the ability 
to adapt quickly to changing market conditions. Also, the cooperation with market play-
ers - businesses - can be carried out at a more professional level in this regard than is the 
case of public schools. A large part of the competencies desired by the marketing com-
munication sector is present in formal education, as evidenced by the declarations of the 
students surveyed, indicating that they have encountered educational content relating 
to selected competencies, qualifications and skills. Of course, there is also a noticeable 
variation in the presence of all the competencies selected for the study. What may be 
surprising is the fact that the focus on education of slightly more strict, analytical com-
petencies, which, in the opinion of representatives of the labour market, are of particular 
importance, and are those against which there is a competence gap in the labour mar-
ket, was abandoned. This may be due to the fact that education in the field of marketing 
communications is usually placed in the area of social sciences and humanities, which 
is not conducive to building competencies based on quantitative methods. Neverthe-
less, it shows the interdisciplinary nature of the education of social communication spe-
cialists and the need to supplement area-based competencies with others when the job 
market expects them. The generally lower assessment of the professional usefulness of 
particular qualifications and competencies than the high parameters of their presence in 
plans and curricula would indicate is also a surprising result of the survey.

It is a matter of particular interest that marketing communications students only 
partly rate digital marketing and social media competencies as useful, while they regard 
the other qualifications as even less useful. The attempt to explain the reasons for this 
must be based on the continuation and deepening of research in the presented area. 
This does not change the fact that the presented results can be a certain recommenda-
tion for universities educating in the field of marketing communication

 while considering market-desirable qualifications to be more strongly and clearly 
reflected in educational programs. And above all, how the content of educational pro-
cess should be designed so that its usefulness was highly assessed by students who 
seek the achievement of individual competencies.
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FREEDOM OF COMMUNICATION 
IN SCIENCE IN THE CONTEXT 

OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
MODERN INFORMATION AND 

COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES
Justyna Adamus-Kowalska1

Abstract
The article presents the idea of freedom of communication and science in the context of con-

temporary trends related to the development of modern information and communication technolo-
gies. The research was carried out by means of literature analysis, observation, desk research, and 
statistical surveys, including estimated data on changes, for example in the labour market. Refer-
ence was made to the paradigm shift in the use of information and communication technologies 
as a result of the pandemic. Attention was also paid to the influence of technology on the sphere of 
scientific and public information. As a result of the research, changes related to the use of artificial 
intelligence have been noted, including threats related to the impact of technology on humans and 
the environment. Another problem is the lack of knowledge about these threats and the uncritical 
adoption of new technological innovations. Automated decision-making systems do not follow clear 
rules on accountability for the possible effects of adverse reactions. On the other hand, the develop-
ment of technology is causing a revolution in the field of open access to scientific data, free of charge 
and without legal and technological barriers

Key words: communication, freedom, public information, open access

The feelings of kindness and gentleness, which I had entertained but a 
few moments before, gave place to hellish rage and gnashing of teeth. In-
flamed by pain, I vowed eternal hatred and vengeance to all mankind. But 
the agony of my wound overcame me; my pulses paused, and I fainted.

Mary Shelley, “Frankenstein”
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Introduction

To define freedom of communication we can start with the very concept of free-
dom, which means the ability to make decisions according to your will (Słownik Języka 
Polskiego PWN, 2021). In the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, Arti-
cle 6 sets out the right to liberty and security of persons. Freedom of communication is a 
guarantee of development. Communication enables a person to function in society. Com-
munication depends on the tools people use to consolidate and transmit their thoughts, 
achievements, and various activities. A significant breakthrough in communication took 
place thanks to the invention of writing and then printing, which was related to the wider 
dissemination of data, information, and knowledge. The development of tools and forms 
of communication can be traced through the analysis of various technologies, from the 
first characters of the picture script created by primitive man, through the invention of 
tools for processing and disseminating information, including the creation of the Inter-
net, to the supranational corporation Google, which dominates modern communication 
(Boguś, 2011). The basic condition for freedom in communication is freedom of speech. 
This type of freedom dates back to the times of Kazimierz Wielki. In 1347 the “Statutes 
of the Wiślicki” were adopted (Augustyński, 2021). Today, freedom of speech is one of 
the key human rights and is protected by acts of international law through Art. 10 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights, and also through the Polish legal system, start-
ing with the Constitution of the Republic of Poland (Articles 14, 25, 49, 53 and 54). This 
means that the state cannot infringe on the rights of its citizens to express their opinion 
and to receive and disseminate information. 

An important aspect of freedom of communication is freedom of study. Science 
is developing very dynamically thanks to modern information and communication tech-
nologies. Scientific freedom leads to various discoveries and inventions. A certain ex-
pression of freedom and freedom in science is the development of genetic engineering. 
According to Józef Zabielski, the far-reaching interference of technology human nature 
may lead to the loss of man and the loss of the proper dimensions and perspectives of 
his life (Zabielski, 1996). The problem is that in a culture of consumerism, man is treat-
ed like the things that he produces. In the area of freedom of speech, the entire area of 
information and communication technologies achievements that dominate human de-
velopment in all aspects and dimensions of its functioning is entered. At the same time, 
there are many unfavourable factors that dominate modern communication in connec-
tion with the freedom of speech and the development of modern technologies, including, 
above all, disruptions in the understanding of non-verbal messages, their interpretation 
and possible verification, as well as much greater interference in the privacy of people 
involved in communication and greater possibilities in the field of personal data process-
ing. 

In this research, attention is focused on showing the relationship between how per-
son improve their environment and create various types of inventions, how they can de-
velop as a result, and what risks are associated with it. Currently, new forms of remote 
communication and work are developing, making it possible to publish research and 
personal information, but also any other information, including information in science, in 
an unprecedented way. By using a modern, open form of transferring scientific content, 
the publication tools are developing very dynamically. To illustrate this phenomenon, the 
state of scientific repositories in Poland and around the world was examined. The scope 
of impact and dissemination of scientific content through open access publishing and 
the development of institutional repositories is increasing. Science is permeating rapidly 
into society. Using the desk research method, the websites collecting data on scientific 
repositories in Poland and around the world were reviewed, and then data on their de-
velopment in recent years was collected. OpenDOAR statistical tools were used to illus-
trate the development of repositories in the world from 2005 to 2022. The development 
of repositories is associated with a specific technological revolution, both in terms of 
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increasing access to scientific content as well as the speed and scope of their impact 
(Grodecka, 2013). An analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of open access 
publishing was made. Another important aspect of the development of information and 
communication technologies in science is the speed of publication, which is related to 
the preprint method. This method of disseminating information consists in submitting 
the results of scientific research for publication before they are officially reviewed in the 
publishing process. Research shows that this method of publication achieves better re-
sults in terms of popularity and citations (Feldman et al., 2018). The article will discuss 
the impact of modern information and communication technologies on the freedom of 
interpersonal communication and the freedom of science. The study was carried out 
using the desk research technique, which consists in analysing the records of avail-
able data sources. The compilation, peer review and processing will be carried out. The 
analysis is the basis for developing conclusions on the freedom of communication and 
science in the context of the development of modern information and communication 
technologies.

The emergence of modern information and communication technologies as a new 
stage in the development of civilization.  The first revolution was the invention of the 
steam engine used to drive metallurgical bellows and further, subsequent machines and 
devices, which was the beginning of the development of industry in the years 1760 to 
1840. Mechanization and the use of increasingly faster and more perfect machines un-
doubtedly contributed to the dynamic development of civilization but also caused vari-
ous types of accidents. Starting from the defectiveness of devices, through human error, 
to deliberate use for destruction. The second revolution was caused by the invention of 
the telegraph, the telephone and the light bulb between 1870 and 1914, which made it 
possible to invent more devices powered by electricity. The third revolution consisted of 
the creation of new information and communication technologies, including the Internet, 
and the creation of renewable energy sources from 1969 to 2000. The last technology 
currently implemented, representing the fourth revolution, is the invention and use of 
artificial intelligence, big data and machine learning. This revolution began in 2000. Tech-
nologies have many dimensions, ranging from practical ones that make people’s lives 
easier, through cultural, social and economic dimensions, to the spiritual dimension, al-
lowing people to believe in a better future, free from disease and suffering. The progress 
we are seeing and experiencing does not allow us to identify its effects in the future, 
but the implementation process of various technologies should be closely watched and 
cared for so that they do not become a threat to human values such as human dignity, 
freedom and other civil rights. The way people change together with their environment 
under the influence of the development of artificial intelligence does not allow us to look 
indifferently at the protection of freedom. Artificial intelligence is not only a technology 
but a dominant work tool. The entire sphere of business is transformed by the use of 
artificial intelligence. A new era is dawning in which the most important principles which 
an organization follows include a continuous change at a very rapid pace. Artificial in-
telligence not only automates many processes but also makes them more efficient. It 
enables people and machines to work together (Daugherty & Wilson, 2018). Neverthe-
less, among all the benefits of using artificial intelligence, there may also be abuses 
related to, for example, the collection and processing of large amounts of data, including 
personal, medical, economic data, etc. Technologies develop in the history of mankind 
according to certain stages. Observing the development of human civilization, it is easy 
to notice that new technologies are a direct response to human needs, starting from pri-
mary needs such as the need for a sense of security or health, to a sense of well-being. 
In all aspects of the functioning of information, it can be noted that it has its own cultural 
significance. The influence of information on people and their environment is also an 
important feature of modern information and communication technologies. It has been 
proven that the way we communicate, acquire information and knowledge, and ways of 
sharing information and knowledge have a great influence on the way we think, work 
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and function in many areas. For example, the reception of a book written in a traditional 
paper form is different from that of an electronic book. The very significant impact of 
discoveries and inventions, including those related to the way of communication, results 
from the degree of impact on humans. But it also has to do with the ability to adapt to 
the changing reality.

Different faces of freedom in science and communication

Mary Shelly’s “Frankenstein” can be a literary exemplification of the pursuit of free-
dom and the impossible. It is a fantasy novel which shows how various human ideas 
come true through science. Created by Frankenstein, the nameless creature was to be a 
flesh and blood human. His work, however, did not receive the desired shape. It slipped 
out of the hands of the creator, as it were. Without giving details, it is worth considering 
the idea of scientific experiments. An important aspect here is to show what effects the 
lack of adequate control in the world of science can cause and what risks may arise, the 
size of which is not foreseeable. The invention of new communication tools resulted in 
their very quick application in all aspects of life. An example is the social networking site 
Facebook, which was founded in 2004 for Harvard University students. This website was 
to enable students to get to know each other without the need for personal contacts 
(Levinson, 2010, p. 31). According to scientific research, the popularity of this website is 
huge (Vogels, 2021). However, it is impossible not to notice some threats that commu-
nication via social media causes for personal communication. There are more and more 
ethical dilemmas formulated in the direction of too much use of social media and their 
impact on people. Therefore, there is talk of the need for social media ethics (Adamski, 
2010). Unfavourable factors that are observed in the context of the development of infor-
mation and communication technologies include:
 - freedom of speech leading to aggression,
 - disseminating and processing huge amounts of information, including personal data, 

on a global scale via social media,
 - processing huge amounts of data without selection and attention to their quality,
 - enforcing consent to the processing of personal data,
 - problems in social contacts,
 - digital exclusion,
 - the collapse of traditional values.

The revolution caused by the emergence and development of information and com-
munication technologies requires the resolution of many doubts and controversies. The 
problem is, among others increasing access to data, including research data. Informa-
tion and data are not always used and processed properly and with an appropriate, fair 
intention. However, thanks to the wide availability of data, the development of human-
ity is also possible. The revolution we are experiencing and which is happening to us 
means that we have the opportunity to create our own, appropriately selected services. 
Human aspirations are focused on the increasing specialization of work, at the same 
time unprecedented excellence, purposefulness and speed of action. The information 
revolution quickly entered all spheres of human functioning. It is easy to obtain data 
and information not only for entertainment or basic needs, but also for the protection of 
people’s health and life. This has been demonstrated by the situation of the coronavirus 
pandemic and the daily publicly published statistics of illness, death, recovery and quar-
antine. The daily statistical data allowed to create statistical summaries that were not 
consistent. The data provided every day by the health care points did not add up to the 
data of the Ministry of Health in Poland. This research was proved by one man, 19-year-
old Michał Rogalski (Rogalski, 2021). In the event of disclosure of this inconsistency, 
it was decided not to publish the data by individual health authorities, which the Com-
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missioner for Human Rights found inconsistent with the Constitution (Rzecznik Praw 
Obywatelskich, 2020). The Chief Sanitary Inspector has introduced a ban on publishing 
data on the number of SARS-CoV-2 virus infections by voivodship and poviat sanitary 
and epidemiological stations, despite the fact that such information is considered public 
information. On the other hand, there are indications that the provision of detailed data 
at individual points of the Department of Health could violate the protection of personal 
data. Information and communication technologies cause a high degree of personaliza-
tion and automation of data processing. Offers and services provided on the Internet are 
performed taking into account the personal preferences of network users. This is the 
fundamental factor that can lead from the technology of freedom to the technology of 
enslavement. When browsing various content on the web, it is observed that a whole set 
of personalized advertising is offered, but the user has no influence on the services and 
products offered. Advertising, however, is a necessary condition for the functioning of 
many websites and mobile applications.

Human communication is considered a basic life skill, necessary in ensuring biolog-
ical and psychological needs such as: the need for identity and affiliation, or the need for 
love, security and self-realization and satisfaction (Ciupińska, 2005, pp. 153-157). When 
a person communicates with other people a relationship is created. By definition, inter-
personal relationships are “relationships that occur between people or social groups”. 
Interpersonal communication is a special type of mutual interaction between people in 
the course of transmitting and receiving information (Ciupińska, 2005, p. 153). The be-
ginning of the 21st century is followed by discussions on the influence of technology on 
access to content. As a result of disputes related to the functioning of online copyright 
and the circulation of content on the web, the ACTA commercial agreement was adopt-
ed, which in 2012 caused mass social protests in Poland over the limitation of rights and 
freedoms on the Internet (European Union, 2011; Mileszyk, 2019). Other unfavourable 
phenomena that may occur in connection with the development of information and com-
munication technologies include, for example, the creation of the so-called panopticon.

The panopticon phenomenon is based on observation and monitoring, and it more 
and more often affects not only the street, but also the network. The Panoptykon Founda-
tion described online tracking and profiling (Szymielewicz, 2019). According to research 
conducted by this foundation, the Internet uses various data about users. The purpose 
of information processing is to categorize and prioritize users, mainly by analysing their 
interests. Thanks to this data, customers are acquired, which is directly related to com-
mercialization on the Internet. In addition, there are such activities as (Szymielewicz, 
2019, pp. 4-8):
 - default settings unfavourable for users,
 - an extension of the path to change privacy settings,
 - the use of pop-up windows with privacy settings in which key information has been 

omitted or presented in a misleading way,
 - threats to lose important functionalities or delete the account if the user does not 

accept the provision of additional data,
 - often interpreting random actions (e.g. slight mouse movements) in favour of the ap-

plication/service.
Smartphone users most often in various applications have to agree to Szymiele-

wicz (2019, pp. 8-9):
 - access to your contacts,
 - access to the calendar,
 - access to the history of viewed pages and bookmarks,
 - access to sensitive system application logs,
 - access to applications active on a given device,
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 - access to the history of dialled numbers,
 - access to all user profiles on a given device,
 - access to the content and metadata of sent SMSes,
 - access to e-mail attachments,
 - the ability to change general phone settings.

Another phenomenon in the context of technological development is paranoia 
about conspiracy theory, also known as technophobia due to technological advances. 
A society dominated by information and communication technologies is beginning to 
notice many disadvantages of mediation in interpersonal communication. Technologies 
are assigned various functions, from smartphone tracking to taking control of electronic 
devices, observing and eavesdropping without users’ knowledge. Finally, the threats to 
traditional culture, which are being replaced by the culture of postmodernism, are also 
noticed. According to Miczyńska-Kowalska, in postmodern society, consumption means 
more than just the acquisition and use of things (Miczyńska-Kowalska, 2013, p. 210). 
It becomes the primary way for individuals to create their own identities. According to 
this author, consumption becomes the goal of human activity. A man living in the culture 
of consumerism strongly contradicts the notion of freedom with his attitude, because 
a citizen, in order not to remain on the margins of contemporary trends and prevailing 
fashions in a consumer-oriented society, must assume the role of a consumer assigned 
to him. As a result, human values are lifestyles are changing. This evolution proceeds 
from the traditional value system without the dominance of materialistic values for the 
expression of one’s own identity, to materialistic values (Miczyńska-Kowalska, 2013, p. 
210). As noted by Miczyńska-Kowalska, in postmodernism the role of authorities, univer-
sal truth, and a specific goal of the development of history ends. The traditional role of 
the intellectual is also denied. Chaos, fragmentation and randomness appear in this cul-
ture. Postmodernity is characterized by the lack of designated directions for action, the 
lack of a specific sense. All states of reality are temporary (Miczyńska-Kowalska, 2013, 
p. 210). The essence of this world is that the real world merges with the world of fiction. 
At the same time, there is a rejection of the individual’s transcendence due to the search 
for new values. Man looks for stimuli in life that bring temporary relief and forgetfulness. 
Culture and the lives of individuals in postmodernism are mainly aimed at experiencing 
fun and consumption. According to Miczyńska-Kowalska (2013, p. 211), postmodern 
culture can be described as “daub” . In the world of science, this results in faster and 
faster access to data and information, but it may mean a lack of attention to their qual-
ity. Information and knowledge operate in the general circulation. This means more and 
more often the lack of an appropriate level of authorization, evaluation and verification 
of data and information, because the most important thing is the speed of dissemina-
tion and availability. On the other hand, the services offered in scientific information are 
increasingly better suited to the needs of users. Doubts that occur in the application of 
modern information and communication technologies include primarily the use of infor-
mation channels such as social media, YouTube channels, etc. Considering the issues 
of communication in science, it is possible to review the advantages and disadvantages 
of scientific communication in an open form on the Internet.

Table 1. Advantages and disadvantages of scientific communication in electronic form.
Advantages Disadvantages

Publication speed No publication review or evaluation pro-
cess

Ease of publication Posting false content without scientific ev-
idence

Availability without time and territorial re-
strictions

Publish and quickly distribute dangerous 
content
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No fees Publishing content of little scientific value

Universal access for everyone Changing the reading culture

Fast knowledge exchange Changing the role of libraries

Greater interdisciplinarity Changing the rank and importance of sci-
entific journals

Greater openness The blurring of the line between science 
and popular science activity

Possibility of receiving feedback Digital exclusion of people not using infor-
mation and communication technologies

Freedom of expression Changing the teacher's ethos

No communication barriers Unjustified criticism, not supported by sci-
entific evidence

Source: The author’s study.

Changing the paradigms of using information and communication technologies 
as a result of a pandemic

During the pandemic, much of the work was done remotely using electronic devices 
and internet connections. Changes in interpersonal contacts were observed as a result 
of the introduction of remote work. First of all, business contacts were mediated through 
the constant use of computer devices, telephones and Internet connections, which was 
associated with the permanent recording of everything that a person does. As a result of 
this mediation, the division between real life and virtual life was merged. Science, work 
and family moved their activities to the virtual world and thus began to fulfil all needs, 
from food, medicine, and cleaning products, through education, work, and health protec-
tion, to family and social gatherings. Before the pandemic, social networking sites and 
online content aggregators began to displace traditional sources such as television. At 
the same time, these websites use algorithms that personalize the offer for each user. A 
symbol of this approach may be the Spotify music service, which at the beginning of the 
week presents each user with a personalized playlist for a given week, generated by an 
algorithm. The second example is Facebook, which algorithms select the content visible 
to the user. As a result of content selection, information overload can be overcome. On 
the other hand, users are closed in a kind of information bubbles (Pariser, 2011), which 
can make the image of the world distorted and subject to the control of algorithms rec-
ommending content. The biggest problem is the lack of transparency in the algorithms. 
In social networks such as Facebook, it is not known what input data is used to select 
the content shown to users, and in fact, the users themselves have little control over 
the scope of the information bubbles in which they are closed (Facebook, 2019). In the 
virtual world, users of information turn into prosumers, which means that they not only 
have the ability to receive information but also to produce and create them according 
to their own needs. Prosumers create an appropriate space for themselves and for oth-
ers, they can share information and experiences, as well as observations and opinions, 
conduct an open dialogue as well as absorb different content from others (Jankowska, 
2019, p. 47). Among the news available online, in addition to authentic reports, there is 
also so-called fake news – false, often sensational news, disseminated as an objective 
information message (Iwasiński, 2018, pp. 2-4). The harmfulness of this content in the 
virtual world is that before the truth is discovered, many people learn fake news and con-
sider it true. Dealing with false information can be very harmful, especially if it is health 
information, as is the case in a pandemic. The paradigm shift in the use of information 
and communication technologies is based on the fact that among the entertainment 

SOCIAL COMMUNICATION ONLINE JOURNAL
#1 (23)2022

47



functions that have so far been associated with the use of information and communi-
cation technologies, there is greater use of these technologies for purely business and 
more formal than personal purposes. This also requires more attention when it comes 
to the sphere of security.

Making decisions in an automated manner

Algorithms used in the creation of artificial intelligence allow for the automation 
of many activities, including more and more often automatic decision-making (ADM for 
short). Algorithms make decisions faster than humans, and it’s not that expensive. The 
quality of the decisions made is also different due to the lack of human prejudices (Baer 
& Kamalnath, 2021). Nevertheless, automatic decision-making is highly controversial 
due to the potential for errors in decision-making and problems with determining ac-
countability. An example to illustrate the problem of approving such systems can be 
the drug certification system, which consists of the application of a multi-stage clinical 
trial process. The goal is for the drug manufacturer to prove that the substance actually 
works and treats, and on the other hand, the goal of many rounds of clinical trials is to 
investigate potential side effects. ADM systems do not have the potentially severe direct 
side effects of administering inappropriate chemicals (Baer & Kamalnath, 2021). Never-
theless, the use of algorithms and their effects are social processes dependent on many 
variables, often difficult to predict. Classic regulatory models do not always work well in 
the case of technology development; therefore it is necessary to search for mixed reg-
ulatory models. It is also emphasized that the law should guarantee appropriate appeal 
mechanisms and the possibility of repairing damages.

Explaining the operation of ADM systems involves the possibility of appealing 
against the algorithmic decision and ensuring that any wrongs are compensated. The 
appeal trail can be guaranteed in various models, including not only court and adminis-
trative proceedings, but also mediation or alternative dispute resolution. According to 
the British organization Doteveryone.org.uk, ensuring the possibility of appeal should 
be one of the tasks of the new entity – the Office for Responsible Technology. Providing 
verification of algorithms along with the possibility of revocation would significantly in-
crease social control over ADM systems (Miller et al., 2018).

Development of artificial intelligence

All digital tools, including those for communication, can use artificial intelligence 
technologies. The international definition of artificial intelligence, adopted by the OECD, 
indicates that it is a system based on the concept of a machine that can affect the en-
vironment by formulating recommendations, predictions or decisions regarding a given 
set of goals (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2021). The pur-
pose of using machine or human data is to:
 - perceive real or virtual environments,
 - summarize the perception of this environment in models in a manual or automatic 

way,
 - use model interpretation to formulate output options.

In Poland, a policy for the development of artificial intelligence has been adopted in 
2020 (Polish Council of Ministers, 2020a). This policy indicates ethical problems relat-
ed to the development and use of artificial intelligence. The most important issues are 
maintaining or strengthening trust and ensuring conditions for the design, development 
and use of digital machines (Polish Council of Ministers, 2020b, pp. 80-81). The main 
challenge in this respect is:
 - the need to maintain the personal (psychophysical) integrity of man in the environ-
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ment of digital machines and to maintain his autonomy in the conscious self-determina-
tion of his choices in relation to these machines;
 - taking care to maintain the hierarchy of ethical values in a competitive environment of 

economic and political rivalry.
The policy assumes that the AI system should comply with ethical principles aimed 

at building trustworthy AI (High-Level Expert Group on Artificial Intelligence, 2019). These 
rules provide for:
 - the supervisory role of man,
 - technical reliability and safety,
 - privacy protection and data management,
 - diversity, non-discrimination and justice,
 - social and environmental well-being,
 - transparency,
 - accountability and responsibility.

In the development of artificial intelligence, the issues of intellectual property pro-
tection should also be considered (Polish Council of Ministers, 2020b, pp. 114-115). It 
is assumed that solutions based on artificial intelligence are divided into the following 
categories:
 - artificial intelligence strict meaning (it includes computer programs - software - which 

are i.e. machine learning algorithms and physical devices - software + hardware - i.e. au-
tonomous cars or robots for picking fruit), the protection of which under the applicable 
law is indisputable,
 - artificial intelligence largo meaning (works created with these programs and devices, 

such as computer-generated photographs, scientific texts, inventions, or pictures paint-
ed by robots), the intellectual property of which remains problematic.

In this context, the issue of machine authorship is considered, depriving a given 
product of protection from intellectual property rights and granting the right to work or 
invention created by artificial intelligence to the author of an algorithm, regardless of the 
person who uses it. The theoretical assumption that the copyright for the work belongs 
to the AI itself is (at least at present) unacceptable, because artificial intelligence devic-
es do not have legal subjectivity, i.e. they cannot be subjects of rights and obligations. 
Both the first and the second assumptions have numerous advantages and disadvantag-
es. It is necessary to strive as soon as possible to develop an international consensus to 
regulate the issue of intellectual property protection of works and inventions produced 
by artificial intelligence. Artificial intelligence combined with automation will also have a 
large impact on the labour market (Polish Council of Ministers, 2020a, p. 15). 

First of all, it is estimated that 130 new jobs will be created for the current 100 
jobs (Gartner Research, 2017). Another forecast says that by 2030 as much as 49% of 
working time in Poland can be automated using already existing technologies (Gartner 
Research, 2017). This creates an unquestionable opportunity for an increase in produc-
tivity, and on the other hand, it creates new requirements for the education system of 
young people and adults. It is necessary to meet the challenges related to the adaptation 
of employees and their competencies to the new labour market and to create tools for 
counteracting technological unemployment. It is anticipated that in the short term, AI-
based solutions may lead to job losses in certain sectors and, in the long term, to overall 
employment growth and quality (i.e. higher-quality job creation). The information revo-
lution had a very strong impact on the sphere of scientific and public information. One 
of the manifestations of this revolution is open access, which provides free access to 
the full content of peer-reviewed scientific publications on the Internet, without legal and 
technological barriers including without logging (Majdecka, 2018, p. 21). In one of the 
basic programming documents on open access (the so-called Budapest declaration), 
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open access is defined as follows: “By” open access “to peer-reviewed scientific litera-
ture we understand its free availability on the public Internet, allowing any user to read, 
download, copy, disseminating, printing, searching for and linking to full-text articles, 
reading them for indexing, uploading data to software, or using them in any legal man-
ner without financial, legal or technological barriers other than those inherent in internet 
access itself. The only possibility of restricting copying and dissemination and copyright 
protection – in this aspect – may arise from the necessary copyright control of the in-
tegrity of his work and the preservation of the right to be correctly labelled and quoted” 
(Budapest Open Access Initiative, 2012). The meaning of open access has also been de-
fined as “dissemination of the work in such a way that everyone can have access to it at 
a place and time chosen by them and the possibility of free and technically unlimited use 
of it in accordance with the relevant regulations” (Niezgódka et al., 2011, p. 264). Open 
science and open access to scientific publications play an important role in the process 
of disseminating knowledge in society and contribute to the implementation of the mis-
sion of social responsibility of science. Moreover, publishing in open access contributes 
to building the image of individual scientists and individual universities or research insti-
tutions. Research funding organizations and leading universities and research centres 
in the world adopt open access policies on the premise that opening up research results 
(publications, research data) fosters science and innovation and allows citizens to better 
understand the importance of science. 

According to the data collected on the open DOAR website, there are 128 institu-
tional repositories in Poland (Open DOAR, 2022). On a global scale, this number places 
Poland in 13th place. The largest number of repositories is created in the United States 
(916), followed by Japan (681) and the United Kingdom (317) (https://v2.sherpa.ac.uk/
view/repository_visualisations/1.html)

Figure 1 Number of repositories by country

Source: https://v2.sherpa.ac.uk/view/repository_visualisations/1.html (access: 14 December 
2022)
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Figure 2 Increase the number of repositories in the world.

Source: https://v2.sherpa.ac.uk/view/repository_visualisations/1.html (access: 7 December 
2022)

Among other things, Open Access contributes to:
 - disseminating the latest knowledge in society (for example for students, doctors, en-

gineers, journalists, teachers), so that you can access the latest research results,
 - implementation of the mission of the social responsibility of science (citizens under-

stand better what the work of scientists is for),
 - transparency and better quality in science (it is much easier to detect plagiarism in a 

publication if it is open and available on the Internet),
 - faster innovation in society and economy (open publications and open data can be 

used to create innovative products and services or can be a source of ideas for new 
projects and businesses),
 - better use of public money (the taxpayer does not pay twice for the same, i.e. first for 

funding research, then for buying a license for an article that was created as a result of 
this research).

Any activities aimed at opening access to scientific research, despite the fact that 
its purpose is extremely beneficial for the development of science, should also be fully 
controlled. Artificial intelligence tools can contribute to tracking the paths of information 
flow and the transfer of knowledge and technology to the economy. This is a very import-
ant issue in light of intellectual property protection.

Summary

The changes in the human environment identified in these considerations give rise 
to a new type of culture. In a world dominated by information and communication tech-
nologies, everything seems more accessible and feasible. This conditions and ensures 
continuous development, but also causes a cultural change. Looking at culture as the 
totality of what people believe, trust and where man is going. In this sense of culture, it 
is obvious to note the changes in freedom. Total independence from place and time, and 
unrestrained freedom of expression encourage reflection on the essence and sense of 
interpersonal contact. Scientific repositories, social media, the Internet, artificial intelli-
gence technology and other rapidly developing tools and methods of communication 
and information processing have revolutionized the world. The Internet is a medium that 
is not only a source of information and entertainment but above all a tool for commu-
nicating between people. The development of new technologies, and the emergence of 
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communicators, including social media, meet social expectations. Information technol-
ogies also transform the surrounding reality and cover practically every aspect of hu-
man existence (Bąk, 2016, p. 136). Due to the fact that technology is developing, you 
can see the world from a wider perspective as if you were experiencing it yourself. In 
1967 Marshall McLuhan pointed out that electronic technology – as the medium of our 
time – transforms and changes the nature of social relations and affects all spheres of 
our lives. People must to reconsider every idea, every action, and every institution they 
were known. Everything changes, family, neighbourhood, education, and relationships 
with other people (McLuhan, 1967, p. 286). As a result of the development of social 
media, the freedom of communication reaches a level not yet seen in the development 
of mankind. All technological revolutions contributed to the improvement of the quality 
of life and allowed for further development. An interesting question in this context is the 
question of the future of humans and possible benefits in all spheres of life. Undoubted-
ly, the current information revolution, despite the fact that it creates new opportunities 
and development opportunities, is also becoming a kind of threat. Above all, it is neces-
sary to ensure greater transparency, accountability and security in cyberspace. The more 
so because it is allowed to use devices that use artificial intelligence mechanisms and 
operate beyond human control, including making decisions in an automated manner. 
Freedom of communication, despite the fact that it has contributed to the dynamic de-
velopment of science, also causes many undesirable consequences. There is no doubt 
that the technology that was designed to shorten the flow of information and ensure 
unprecedented speed in its transmission also limited the time people spent contacting 
each other. During the pandemic, direct interpersonal contacts were very limited and the 
transfer of many activities to the virtual space. It was extremely safe in the situation of 
the spread of the new coronavirus, but it could also cause a lot of dependence on tech-
nology and electronic devices. The effects of these actions are not yet identifiable and 
assessed. The technological revolution that we experience often places man on the mar-
gins of any actions, which in the philosophical dimension leads to many new questions 
and doubts about the role of man in today’s world. Reflections on the development of 
modern technologies are interdisciplinary and should not be limited only to their advan-
tages and benefits for the development of science and economy. It is also necessary to 
observe with full responsibility what threats may be caused by such a dynamic and often 
uncritical way of adopting these technologies to all spheres of human functioning.
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Abstract
The modern world is strongly correlated with the media and new technologies. The human 

system of values is constantly threatened and subjected to numerous tests and challenges. Axiology 
faces a huge challenge in the face of modernity. Thanks to the serial productions these threats are 
strongly highlighted and accentuated, while the consequences of the use of media and new tech-
nologies are clearly depicted in the dystopian and catastrophic storyline. The communication of the 
image of the degradation of human values is superbly presented in the series Black Mirror, which has 
an ethical and educational  dimension.

Key words: media image, communication, series production, axiology, dystopia 

Introduction

The mass media are a very important element of the modern world, playing a crucial 
role in shaping societies and individuals’ opinions and values. TV series (also called in 
literature TV drama) are specific media tools which just like movie, communicate and 
this type of communication is a resultant of three cultural orders: artistic (a form of 
artistic production), material (a product of a particular technology) and social (an ex-
pression of dominating values, characteristic for a particular institution or social group). 
A series defined as a cultural text is at the same time a form of art (aesthetic category), 
a product of cinematographic industry (economic category) and a message (an effect 
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of the communication process between the author and a particular viewer – communi-
cological criteria) (Ogonowska, 2004, p. 17). All these aspects are assigned to certain 
values in the processes of axiologisation. As Filipiak (2004, p. 129) claims, in general the 
media exert an influence on the views, interests, aspirations, attitudes and behaviours 
of their recipients and shape the social order. It means that TV series can be a tool that 
shapes positive attitudes, influencing audience decisions, hoverer on the other hand can 
create a distorted perception of reality when the media image is mixed up with how an 
individual (or a whole group) perceives the world (Kicior, 2018, p. 63). This may lead to a 
kind of degradation of the values that form the basis of society, which brings to mind a 
catastrophic thought, very clearly visible in the Black Mirror.

This serial is an example of contemporary TV serial productions that perceived as 
hybrid, not only in terms of their construction, but also in terms of the content it conveys. 
Just like television genres, which for many years have been constantly subject to end-
less changes, modifications and transformations, called “confused genres” (pl. gatunki 
zmącone), so serials are increasingly difficult to subject to normative ordering, while 
their terminology enforces a short-lived systematization (Kisielewska, 2007, p. 30). It is 
therefore difficult to arrive at a uniform typology of serial productions. Many researchers 
establish their own typologies and divisions based on, among other things: subject mat-
ter, genre, seriality, types, and even potential audience groups. The constant changes in-
dicate their popularity, which has lasted for over a decade, marked by a true renaissance 
in the world of film. What is more, the differences in genres are evident not only between 
specific types of television genres, but also between different media. Digitalization of 
media and the appearance of streaming platforms led to transfer of television formats 
to the Internet. Consequently, in the context of TV series began to use the phrase “serial 
productions” in order to include in a theoretical and genre framework also series that 
are produced and only available on streaming platforms like Netflix or HBO. Black Mirror 
is an example of series production that premiered on Channel 4 and later has been pur-
chased by Netflix and now is available on their platform. 

Theoretical framework

Some of researcher stated that Black Mirror is a non-futurist, technological dystopia 
(Całek, 2016; Sculos, 2017; Ziomek, 2017; Lopes, 2018; Maziarczyk, 2018; Radovanović, 
2018; Conway, 2019) which means that the vision of the future existence of mankind in 
it is exclusively negative (Smuszkiewicz, 1990, pp. 262-264). As a nihilistic dystopia it fo-
cuses on presenting technological order of things as fated to catastrophe. Moreover, its 
realism involves an emphatic critical dimension as regards existing social institutions or 
practices, as well as generalizing and significant statements consequential on the char-
acter of the present or near, alleged future (Balasopoulos, 2011, pp. 66-67). According to 
Smuszkiewicz (1990, p. 263) dystopia draws its black visions of the future directly from 
reality. 

In Black Mirror, systems brought to life by founding acts are shown, as are eutopias 
(understood as an intentionally good system, intended by its constructors to promote, 
disseminate and consolidate positive values). Such systems are based on lies and illu-
sion, using eutopian rhetoric (Leś, 2008, pp. 13-14). Catastrophic visions of systemic 
collapse, despite their momentum, place the individual at the centre. The dystopian sys-
tem is always in an unstable equilibrium, and at the centre of the vortex is the victim and 
the catalyst for change in one person (Leś, 2008, p. 152) – it can be main character or 
someone related to him/her (for example partner, child, co-worker, friend, etc.). 

Catastrophism is part of the dystopian world. It itself is a tendency of a crisis char-
acter, denoting a certain type of historiosophical and moral awareness, the content of 
which was to predict the imminent and inevitable destruction that would threaten the 
modern world (Wojnowska, 1984, pp. 428–429). A characteristic feature of the idea of 
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catastrophism is its pessimistic overtone. Moreover, the crisis itself is a kind of turning 
and decisive point and the moment of making important choices. On the other hand, a 
crisis situation is sometimes associated only with a threat and uncertainty. Such a neg-
ative understanding of the crisis became a premise for historiosophical visions of the 
transition from a crisis situation to a historical extermination according to René Thom 
(1991, p. 116) the crisis heralds a catastrophe.

Catastrophism is an interdisciplinary phenomenon, which is a subject of various 
scientific studies. Throughout the centuries it was an interesting theme of interest and 
research of philosophers such as Heraclitus, Plato, Giambattista Vico, Jean Bodin, Frie-
drich Wilhelm Nietzsche, etc.; worldwide writers and poets that used the catastrophic 
motif, for example: Herbert George Wells, Aldous Huxley, Franz Kafka, Karel Čapek, Kamil 
Baczyński, Tadeusz Różewicz, Józef Czechowicz, Czesław Miłosz, etc; as well as rep-
resentatives of historiosophy, such as Oskar Spengler, Ortega y Gasset, Arnold Joseph 
Toynbee (Diec, 2002; Gawor, 2015). 

What is more, the theme of catastrophism can be found in the theories such as 
“clash of cultures” in the work of Samuel P. Huntington or circular view of world history 
by Nikołaj Danielewski, works of Loys Le Roy, which propose a “global” vision of the ca-
tastrophe and draw the picture of an age of universal victims (Goldman, 2018, pp. 155-
176) or Karl Vollgraff, who drew analogies between the history of nations (humanity) and 
the biological process of birth and death. Among philosophical concepts one can notice 
an evolution, which also affected catastrophic thought, as exemplified by the works of 
Jürgen Habermas and Jean Baudrillard, who were primarily concerned with describing 
society and diagnosing its current condition, developed what can be called “neo-cat-
astrophism”, denoting the phenomena of self-destruction of contemporary Western 
post-industrial information societies (Smrokowska-Reichmann, 2008, pp. 267-282; Sm-
rokowska-Reichmann, 2013, pp. 231-242). This act of self-destruction, generating mech-
anisms of destruction that operate not only in interpersonal and communicative relation-
ship, but also in the axiosphere, in the ethical sphere and even in a certain sense in the 
ontological dimension (Smrokowska-Reichmann, 2015, pp. 127-149).

Catastrophism has been the subject of research of literary study, philosophy or the-
ology, but also media, cultural and social sciences. This is due to the development of this 
concept in films and series production. In the literature we can distinguish between total 
and particularistic catastrophism (Hughes, 1962; Sorokin, 1963; Szpakowska, 1976), as 
well as consequential catastrophism (emphasizing the irreversibility and inevitability of 
the act of annihilation) and alternative catastrophism (i.e., hypothetical, predicting the 
approaching cataclysm, including the possibility of avoiding final annihilation), which we 
deal with in the Black Mirror series production. Specifying the reflection of the “particu-
laristic” catastrophism by indicating the types of threats, we can distinguish the follow-
ing types of catastrophism: technological, existential, sociological, scientistic, and scien-
tific, the metaphysical called also (Gawor, 2015, p. 19). By crossing these two typologies, 
four models of catastrophism are obtained: consistent total catastrophism, consistent 
particular catastrophism, alternative total catastrophism, alternative particularistic cata-
strophism (Gawor, 2015, pp. 20-21). The analysed series production confronts the view-
ers an alternative particularistic catastrophism through the situations the characters find 
themselves in and the way they use new technologies and media. The catastrophism is 
indicating by technological, scientistic, sociological and metaphysical threats.

Research materials and methods

The main aims of the research are a reflection regarding communication of values 
based on catastrophic image of degradation of human values which are negative con-
sequences of using futuristic media technologies presented in the dystopian, modern 
world of Black Mirror series production. The research method is based on discourse 
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analysis of selected episodes of series focused on degradation of social values, as well 
as critical analysis of the available literature related to the axiological and educational 
role of media. Episodes were categorized by: degradation of interpersonal relationships 
and loss of freedom, attack on dignity, as well as invasion of privacy and manipulation. 
Additional categorise are assassination of a human life and psychological violence, 
which that are not discussed in this article, due to the breadth of the covered subject.

Black Mirror is a British television series created by Charlie Brooker, in the genre of 
fantasy, drama, with social and moral elements. In format it is “anthology series” with 
episodes completely independent one another (Pescatore & Innocenti, 2012, p. 58). The 
stories presented in the series take place in the alternative present or near future. The 
issues discussed in the series show the process of technological progress, depicting 
real civilization transformations, which in the future may severely affect every man, as 
well as society. The series is rather dominated by horror and terror related to usage of 
new technologies. Therefore, it is described in terms of drama or even sociological thrill-
er, science fiction. However, in individual episodes one sees the creators playing with 
genres known to a competent audience, such as conventions of reality and talent shows, 
as well as classic science fiction film, American drama or political fiction, etc. The uniting 
motif of the series production are the “black mirrors” – the screens of electronic devic-
es – from phones, through tablets, laptops and TV sets, to whole rooms composed of 
screens.

In addition, the series is defined as a dystopian serial production, which presents 
a dark, pessimistic vision of the future, usually constituting a “hyperbolic statement”, 
internally consistent, resulting from the critical observations of a person looking at so-
cial events and the world around him or her, denying its ability to change the status quo 
in the future. Referring to the above statement, it should be emphasized that the series 
presents an inevitable catastrophic vision of the downfall of humanity, the destruction 
of the world of values, morality and the reality surrounding man. Thus, the creators of 
the British production produced a format characterised by axiological utility. This means 
that the essence of the values shown in the ethical dilemmas of the characters of the 
titled “black mirror”, are extremely current. Everyone’s life is constituted by a more or less 
conscious realisation of values within a particular social structure and culture, and what 
follows, the contemporary issues from the area of values and negative values shown by 
means of mass media, constitute an interesting research space, not only for scientists 
from various fields, or media experts themselves, but also for those viewers who are 
hungry for more and more ambitious and perfect audio-visual productions

Research material consists of 5 seasons (21 episodes) of Black Mirror and has 
been analysed from two perspectives: image of axiological degradation of the modern 
world (content of the series) and axiological educational role of the medium. These two 
perspectives have been examined from two aspects: the media-technological point of 
view and in the philosophical-ethical context. Due to the wide range of material and is-
sues addressed in the analysis, this paper is exploratory and focuses on selected epi-
sodes that introduce the topic of catastrophic thought in the context of the degradation 
of the modern world of value such as interpersonal relationships, freedom, dignity, rights 
to privacy, free will, freedom from torture and inhuman or degrading treatment.

Degradation of interpersonal relationships and loss of freedom 

New technologies and social media (SM) are shown in Black Mirror as destructors 
of interpersonal relationships. The technological, scientistic, sociological catastrophism 
lies in the addiction of characters, to technology that, instead of “improving” a human 
being leading to the degradation of human relationships and a voluntary, unconscious 
forced loss of freedom. The reason for this is the obsessive need to have constant con-
trol over another human being, with the goal of achieving complete disclosure in every 
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aspect of life that can be seen in episodes The Entire History Of You and Arkangel or 
build our relationships with others are dependent on the app, social media, technology 
or like in Hang The DJ, White Christmas, Nosedive or addiction to social media that can 
be found in Be Right Back.

These episodes illustrate very well Jean Baudrillard’s concept according to which 
the characters, in their search of full knowledge of themselves, paradoxically instead 
of gaining freedom and improving their relationships with others, voluntarily condemn 
themselves to enslavement that destroys those relationships (Ziętek, 2013). The “Ar-
kangel”, memory implant “grain” or very similar in function implant “Z-Eyes”, which were 
supposed to “perfect” the characters (makes them sincere and true) or helps them to 
improve their relationships with others makes them decide to lose their own freedom 
and destroy relations. 

In The Entire History Of You the characters have a memory implant with a micro-
scopic camera behind their ear, called a seed, which, connected to their visual system, 
records every moment of their lives. Initially, the viewers may find that the implant is a 
great convenience for humans, as it allows them to track their behaviour, catch the mis-
takes they make, and learn from them. However, with every passing minute of the epi-
sode, they learn that it is not such a safe invention and sometimes does more harm than 
good. The main male character is looking for complete happiness and a sense of having 
full control over his life, then begins to be sensitive to every, even the smallest, signal that 
something is escaping his attention. This leads to the fact that the character, seeing his 
wife – Ffion – talking to her ex-boyfriend, becomes obsessed with finding any traces of 
the old feeling in her gestures, facial expressions or reactions. Eventually, he demands 
that she confirms her feelings in the form of digitally recorded memories. In this way the 
trust between them has been destroyed and resulted in the character’s private life and re-
lationship falling apart. Arkangel, on the other hand, instead of seed, one is dealing with 
a chip technology that allows a parent to track and monitor their children, and blur (a.k.a. 
pixelate) images that might cause them distress. Thus, the viewer is introduced to a sin-
gle, overprotective mother, Marie, and her daughter Sarah, who has been implanted with 
the device. At first the implant is a success, but one soon learns that such a monitoring 
system has weaknesses and can have serious consequences for a child’s development. 
First of all, after a few years, it turns out that the girl is emotionally immature for her age, 
which makes her an outcast at school. The mother, wanting to correct her own mistake, 
turns off the tablet and restarts when Sara is fifteen, as a result of Sarah secretly attend-
ing a party with her schoolmate Trick. The mother then discovers that his daughter and 
Trick are having sex. Since then, she regularly monitors her actions. When she discovers 
that Sara is pregnant, she puts a pill in her daughter’s drink to prevent it. The young girl 
finds out about everything and a confrontation ensues. Sara snatches the tablet from 
Marie’s hands, accidentally reactivating the obscenity filter, and beats her mother with 
the tablet until it breaks. The filter shuts off moments later, and Sara sees what she has 
done and runs awa’ in shock. A stunned Marie wakes up some time later and after trying 
to use the destroyed tablet, she leaves the house frantically calling out for her daughter.

These episodes illustrate how characters become slaves to a “seeing machine” that 
enables a person to “see” without having to “look”, leading to the automation of percep-
tion, the dominant feature of which is to shift the analysis of reality from the individual 
to the “machine”, depriving it of a holistic interpretation (Virilio, 2011, pp. 39-62). Liam’s 
actions do not rely on his own memory but on digitally recorded memories, which he 
realizes only in the final scene. Maria, on the other hand, instead of letting her daughter 
walk through life on her own two feet, talking to her, trying to understand her or help her 
in difficult situations, relies on technology, forgetting about trust. 

Relying only on “the machine” in everyday life has also become fatal for the protago-
nists of White Christmas. The of the features of implant “Z-Eyes” is blocking that enables 
to physically “block” another person in real life. The block censors both image and sound 
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in real life, photos and video footage. The blocked person and the individual who placed 
the block are seeing each other as grey silhouettes, moreover, this also includes the 
offspring of the blocker. The protagonist – Joe Potter has been blocked by his fiancée 
Beth after the fight over her decision to have an abortion. After some time, Joe tried to 
confront with woman, but has been arrested. After Beth death he could see and talk to 
the woman’s’ daughter, but he found out that this is not his child and his fiancée cheated 
him. In anger he killed the grandfather of the child and left the girl alone. In order to find 
help, she freezes to death. 

Another story shows Matt who used to run an online group who watched each oth-
er seduce women, through implants called “Z-Eyes” which record the user’s vision and 
hearing. One member, Harry to whom Matt offered advice on how to behave, dress, what 
to say to attract a girl he liked, has been murdered by a mentally ill Jennifer. She mistook 
his “Z-Eyes” communication for him hearing voices, as she did. Matt not only saw every-
thing but shared the broadcasts with others. He did nothing to help the Harry and was 
convicted as a sex offender and permanently blocked by everyone. 

This episode shows that on the one hand, censorship can have positive applications 
(e.g., in the case of people who are socially harmful, emotionally and ethically degraded), 
but on the other hand, this technology can contribute to the destruction of family rela-
tionships by taking shortcuts by “blocking” the other person instead of talking and trying 
to solve problems, and can also lead to the destruction of oneself. Joe by not being 
able to talk to his beloved, he was unable to come to terms with the situation, to close 
a chapter in his life, which led to his obsession with the woman and child, and finally to 
self-destruction.

Striking Vipers on the other hand shows how the game and created virtual life and 
identity affected family relationships. Two friends Karl and Danny (who has wife and 
child) decided to play together game called Striking Vipers X. Karl chose the character 
Roxette while Danny plays as Lance. The virtual characters fell for each other and stared 
to kiss. At the beginning Danny was shocked exited the game. However, over the next 
few weeks Danny and Karl as the characters Lance and Roxette have sex with each 
other in the game. This situation negatively influenced the physical, intimate and mental 
sphere of relationship of Danny and his wife Theo. In the end the viewer can see how 
distant the pair became. 

However not only relying on technology can be dangerous and destructive. Comput-
er mediated communication (CMC) and different mobile application can also have neg-
ative impact on relationships and people’s freedom. In Be Right Back because of social 
media addiction loses his life in car accident. Also because of this his relation with his 
wife was not very good. Even so, his wife missed the man so much that she decided to 
log on to an Internet service which, based on her husband’s activity in various social net-
working sites, first creates a virtual copy of him and then a bot. Initially skeptical, Martha 
becomes more and more involved in the virtual world, treating the copy as a real person. 
The character’s actions bring to mind a nostalgic attitude towards life and death result-
ing in the inability to come to terms with the loss of loved one, known as melancholy. Ac-
cording to Sigmund Freud (Freud, 2007, pp. 148-149), the disturbance of mourning leads 
to depression, which makes the self “impoverished and empty”. Unfortunately, virtuality 
is not conducive to regaining psychological balance, but leads to an intensification of the 
woman’s melancholic state. The deeper the woman entered into this relationship, first 
with the virtual copy, then with the bot, the more she neglected her relationships with 
the people around her, and her attempts to start a new phase in her life (accepting the 
fact of her husband’s death and a new life without him). The turning point of the plot is 
the possibility of buying a synthetic body that will resemble the Martha’s dead husband. 
However, the bot is a distorted image of the man. This is evidenced, among other things, 
by the look of its face which, that despite its similarity, is different from the face of the 
deceased, and by its inability to help the protagonist find answers to her dilemmas. In 
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the episode one can notice references to Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum – an 
empty sign deprived of references and having no reference to reality, and to the theory of 
hyper-reality which refers exclusively to the area of simulation based on previously pre-
pared questions and the range of anticipated answers, being a precisely defined model 
meant to reflect reality (Baudrillard, 2005). However, in effect, it only imitates it.

Nosedive show how obsession over ratings on app that shows socioeconomic sta-
tus is making human relationships shallow and not real. The main protagonist Lacie 
Pound need to raise her rating to 4.5 for a discount on a luxury apartment. She was sug-
gested to gaining favour from highly rated people, like her childhood friend Naomi (with 
currently rates 4.8). She uploads the photo to which Naomi reacted and even asked Lacie 
be her the maid of honour. However, in last part of the episodes female lead encounter a 
series of unforeseen and unfortunate situations occurred that caused her score to drop. 
She reached the bottom, but only thanks to that she saw how enslaved she was, how she 
couldn’t be herself for fear of being judged by others, and how she did not have really 
friends who liked her for herself not because of the high score. The negative impact of 
this kind of inventions can be comparable to social media such as Instagram. Research-
ers indicate that the online trends promoted on social media, as well as influencers or 
self-popularity (rating between other users) have very big influence on individual’s life 
and their psychological wellbeing, mood and self-perception (Turner & Lefevre, 2017; 
Muqaddas, Soomro, & Nawaz, 2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018; Lowe-Calverley & 
Grieve, 2021). Moreover, one of the negative consequences of social media is flatten-
ing of relationships. People has lots of “friends” on social media but the they are not 
authentic (Jensen & Sørensen, 2013). Also, whether in friendship, dating or professional 
relationships social media use shapes and is shaped by how people see their relation-
ships, with who they have or want to have relationships, and how those relations are 
built, managed, and ended (Butler & Matook, 2015). How new technology and media 
can impact human relations is also presented in episode Hang The DJ. The “Coach”, an 
artificial intelligence system installed on a small, circular tablet, matches the users for 
a certain period of time in order to find their “ultimate compatible other”. The episodes 
focus on two characters Fran and Amy, which has been matched together for 12 hours. 
After this they has been matched with different people and in some time for longer pe-
riod of time or short 36-hours relationships based more on the sex than trying to get to 
know the other person. During this time, they met few times and talked about not good 
matched partners. In the end, decided to try to be together without checking the given 
time, which again was very short. The episode ends with their rebellion against the sys-
tem and coming back to real world. Moreover, it has been disclosed that the System and 
its simulations are part of an online dating app’s matchmaking algorithm which reveals 
Frank and Amy actual match is around 100%.

Attack on dignity

Expect technological, scientistic, sociological catastrophism some of analysed ep-
isodes concerns metaphysical catastrophism, which concerns the violation of the basic 
value of every human being, which is dignity. According to “The dignity of the human 
person is not only a fundamental right in itself but constitutes the real basis of funda-
mental rights” (Praesidium of the European Convention, 2007, p.17). The term “dignity” is 
hard to defined, but it can be categorized as dignity of individuals (as equal status of all 
persons) and dignity of human species (Kateb, 2014). Human dignity is the belief that all 
human beings, regardless of class, race, gender, religion, ability, or any other factors, hold 
special value that is tied solely to their humanity. People are born with dignity and rights 
that are related to it such as independence or respect. Human dignity justifies human 
rights, being at the same time their foundation. With dignity comes, among other things, 
the right to freedom from torture and inhuman or degrading treatment. It means that 
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people should not contribute to very serious and cruel suffering (physical or mental) of 
another person or treatment that is extremely humiliating and undignified (Equality and 
Human Right Commission, 2018). In episodes The National Anthem, White Bear, Shut Up 
And Dance, new technologies and media are used to as a tool of torture, inhuman and 
degrading treatment. The National Anthem and Shut Up And Dance shows how media 
can be used to blackmail other people and attack their personal dignity. In the first one 
British prime minister Michael Callow learned that Princess Susannah a beloved royal, 
has been kidnapped. In order to free the princess and ensure her safety and inviolabil-
ity, the kidnapper demanded that the prime minister had sexual intercourse with a pig 
broadcasted on national television at 4 pm that afternoon on every network, with a list 
of technical specifications designed to make it impossible to fake. These demands were 
posted on YouTube and have been viewed by thousands of people, whilst the topic is 
trending on Twitter. In the end he gave in to the kidnapper’s demands and did as he was 
told. Which was extremely humiliating. In Shut Up And Dance laptop camera was used by 
hacker to record characters compromising behaviours and blackmailed them to release 
the video to other people. The hacker’s demands made them feel extremely stressed, 
terrified and later injured after brutal fight. Even they did what the hacker told them to 
do their videos and sensitive information have been publicized. such treatment was the 
cause of bad conduct (hiring a prostitute, paedophilia), however, instead of punishing 
them yourself, it should be reported it to the appropriate services. In the case of Kenny 
(accused of paedophilia) this resulted in his arrest. A situation of self-judgment is also 
presented in White Bear. The protagonist – Victoria takes part in a performance, that is a 
punishment for participating in the kidnapping, torture and murder of six-year-old Jemi-
ma. She filmed the whole situation with her cell phone, so according to her sentence, she 
is tortured by being chased every day by masked individuals who are in fact park em-
ployees, accompanied by people who record her on their cell phones, who are in fact en-
tertainment-thirsty spectators. After several hours of this spectacle, strapped to a chair, 
she watches the video she recorded of the crime she and her fiancé committed. In the 
end, she is robbed of her memory so that the performance can be repeated the next day. 

Technology or media makes people stop “seeing” what is happening. Watching the 
behaviour of the audience, or looking at the behaviour of the character herself, filming 
the crime, one gets the impression that the phone becomes an excuse for them not 
to act, not to help the other person, acting as a kind of wall, separating them from the 
harm of the other person. The performance in which the character takes part resembles 
torture more than punishment, and the accompanying emotional insensitivity, the disap-
pearance of the impulse to help others, facilitated by technology, creates an extremely 
pessimistic image of the world.

Moreover, both episodes refer to Foucalt’s concept of power (Foucault, 1993, p. 
245). In White Bear, the amusement park becomes a reflection of the Panopticon, be-
coming a space for modifying the behaviour of individuals, as well as seeking the best 
possible punishment for the prisoners according to the crimes committed and their na-
ture, and seeking the most effective. Furthermore, at the end of the episode, alternating 
with the closing credits, the viewer can watch the event from the point of view of the park 
employees who are preparing for the “performance”. One can speak here of a backstage, 
within which the impressions that the show serves to evoke are most consciously de-
nied. On the other hand, in Shut Up And Dance demands of hacker were the best kind of 
punishment according to the person holding power – compromising information knowl-
edge of how new media and technologies work. Additionally, the characters’ dignity has 
been attacked, and this is emphasized by the use of the technology, which captures the 
entire performances and the state the character is in. Moreover, the rules of the play are 
more like torture than punishment. First of all, they are not aware that and for what are 
being punished - because in White Bear Victoria’s memory is purposely erased and in 
Shut Up And Dance the characters are not told. In addition, the use of the phone or video 
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as an instrument of torture or degrading treatment (like also in The National Anthem) 
becomes even more horrifying and makes the viewer realize how easily someone can be 
stripped of their dignity, hurt and humiliating.

Invasion of privacy and manipulation

New technology and made it possible to share, gather, combine, analyse and in-
definitely store massive volumes of data. The initial optimism about the potential of the 
Internet and social platforms has given a concern that people may lose their privacy. 
Alongside dignity and freedom privacy is considered a basic human right. The respect 
individuals’ rights to a private life, to act without compulsion, and to maintain control of 
personal information is important value. However, most of the activities on social media 
platforms (but not only) rely on our privacy. From registering, to sharing photos, posts, 
life updates, joining events and various types of groups. In some terms people share 
their privacy at the same time give up their right toward other people or companies to 
other people or companies. Moreover, this information can be attractive for cyber (and 
not only cyber) criminals. In Black Mirror the invasion of privacy by not only using social 
media but also different types of new technology is especially seen in The Entire History 
Of You, where husband required from his wife to show her intimate moments; Arkangel, 
where mother regularly monitors her daughter Sara actions and also interfere in her de-
cision or even made decision without Sara knowledge (e.g., termination of pregnancy); 
White Christmas, where through the media or technology people can watch others life or 
Shut Up And Dance, Hang The DJ, Nosedive, Be Right Back where is shown how our data 
can be hacked, monitor and later used.

Modern society via Internet or new technology hand over intimate details about 
them by accepting the fine print on every form they sign or button they press. Often 
without awareness or consent, detection devices track Internet users’ movements, their 
preferences, and any information they are capable of mining from their digital existence. 
This helps to profiled people and also to manipulate them (Zarsky, 2019; Goldstein, Tov 
& Prazeres, 2018). In Black Mirror this kind of manipulation was presented in some of 
above analysed episodes. However, in this series production the viewers have been con-
fronted with manipulation of human’s minds by using new technologies. It shows some 
kind of limitation of free will, the ability to learn from one’s mistakes, or manipulation 
related to omitting the full consequences of consent for e.g., an implant placement. For 
example, in Arkangel the mother manipulated the vision of her child by using microchip’s 
technology and blurring (a.k.a. pixelating) images, that in her opinion, could cause Sara’s 
distress. It affects normal life of the girl, who was emotionally immature for her age and 
it made her an outcast at school and limited her and the ability to make decision. In Men 
Against Fire, military organization used an implant called Mass to help with strategic 
operations related to battle “roaches” (mutated leftovers of a biological weapon from an 
unspecified war). During the action Stripe (main character) instead of roaches, that was 
being seen by his companion, was seeing a woman and a child. The woman explained 
him that Mass implant has altered his vision. Those seen as roaches are in fact human 
victims of global eugenics program to “purify the bloodline” of humanity. 

Conclusions

Mass media are carriers of information that reaches a wide audience, through 
which people unite around world disturbing events. Another of their important functions 
is to provide entertainment and educate their audience. Both these functions are fulfilled 
by the Black Mirror series, whose creators show the dangers that users of new tech-
nologies may face. By different stories the series production communicates axiological 
degradation of the modern world. In the selected episodes technological defeatism is 
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represented, which manifests itself in the characters’ weakened sensitivity, at the same 
time fostering the release of “low” instincts in them. New technologies, on the one hand, 
erode human relationships which essential component – mutual trust – is atrophied, 
leading only to pain and suffering. On the other hand, technology provides “effective 
ways for people to torture each other, exaggerating ordinary passions and dangers to 
absurd proportions” (Wójcik, 2016, p. 30), they attack dignity and basic human right such 
us right to privacy, freedom, free will, as well as manipulate people’s perception of world 
around them. These values are communicated by presenting their degradation and using 
negative values (such as manipulation, violence).

In most of these episodes, it can be seen that the seduction mechanism of technol-
ogy to which humans are subjected is based on the seduction mechanism described by 
Jean Baudrillard. The researcher noted “that the pursuit of unrestrained action in all ar-
eas of activity, which has become not only a supreme law, but also a commonly expected 
behaviour and a promoted norm” (Wójcik, 2016, p. 32) can lead to the need to unwind 
an excess of freedom, i.e., to the opposite situation. This means a conscious relinquish-
ment of this value in favour of the individual, the authorities in power (Ziętek, 2013, p. 86), 
and technology. The loss of privacy, which may be the result of constant observation and 
recording of data on the users themselves (which means that we are dealing here with 
permanent control), dependence on the computer, tablet or smartphone, which leads 
to the disappearance of interpersonal ties, transferring relationships to the network, or 
neglecting other spheres of life in favour of the virtual sphere, are just one of many risks 
associated with virtual reality, which lead to a kind of disaster on axiological grounds. 

Black Mirror presented media image of alternative particularistic catastrophism by 
emphasizing the erosion of essential values with the probability of overcoming the crisis 
(e.g. Hang The DJ, Be Right Back, Nosedive). The catastrophism is indicating by techno-
logical, scientistic, sociological and metaphysical threats. Moreover, Black Mirror shows 
pessimistic vison that focus on presenting technological order of things that leads to 
catastrophe. Even if at beginning it shows positive impact of new technologies and me-
dia the black visions of the future directly from reality is drawn. The technology used in 
the series production is an inspiration for an already available and well-known one. This 
confirm the hypothesis that Black Mirror is a dystopian image of the modern world.

What is more, catastrophism is a kind of cultural attitude that grows out of attempts 
to tame history, due to the fact that it is both diagnostic and prognostic, evaluates, val-
ues and predicts (news, is prospective in nature), and is strongly axiological, appeals to 
values, not only to knowledge, appeals to the realization of values (Wojnowska, 1984, pp. 
428–429). The popularity of series touching on technological, scientistic or metaphys-
ical catastrophism may be influenced both by their incredible relevance, the closeness 
of the viewer, who has the impression that what happens in the series can happen in 
everyday life, but also by the hope that shines through this type of production, the hope 
of overcoming the doom that is coming. On the other hand, the systematic experience of 
violence by the individual in the audiovisual world has the effect of weakening traumatic 
experiences and blunting emotional sensitivity (Hajduk-Nijakowska, 2012, p. 251). In this 
way, the viewer can distance himself from the emitted images while becoming accus-
tomed to them.
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THE LINGUISTIC AND 
TYPOLOGICAL FEATURES OF 

CLICKBAIT IN YOUTUBE VIDEO 
TITLES 

Roy Kemm1

Abstract
This exploratory study aims to identify which linguistic and typological features commonly as-

sociated with clickbait in online news headlines are indicative of clickbait in YouTube video titles. A 
comparative corpus analysis is conducted to compare YouTube video titles commonly associated 
with clickbait to titles not associated with clickbait. Results indicate that a majority of the typological 
and linguistic features associated with clickbait in online news headlines are found to be indicative of 
clickbait in YouTube video titles. However, the role which each of the features plays seems to differ 
to that of online news. The findings contribute to the understanding of clickbait in non-news contexts 
from a linguistics perspective, an area which has been relatively unexplored in the current literature.

Keywords: clickbait, YouTube titles, linguistics, digital media, clickbait detection, corpus analysis

Introduction

Deception has been a persistent phenomenon in online communication for decades 
(Hancock & Gonzalez, 2013). Currently, the most widespread deceptive practice may be 
clickbait (Zannettou et al., 2018): the act of convincing a user to click a link they other-
wise would not so as to increase click-based advertising revenue (Biyani et al., 2016). 
Clickbait can frustrate users and crowd out higher quality content (Rony et al., 2017). The 
scale of the clickbait problem is evident in both the recent attention being paid to the 
phenomenon by the academic community (Tafesse, 2020) and in the efforts of online 
media outlets and social media platforms to detect and remove clickbait content.

Much of the precursory research surrounding clickbait has focused on its use in 
online news, with studies from a various academic fields having identified a number of 
linguistic and typological features associated with clickbait headlines (Alves et al., 2016; 
Chakraborty et al., 2016; Potthast et al., 2016; Qu et al., 2018; Tafesse, 2020). Yet, as not-
ed by Scott (2021), “very little work has considered clickbait headlines from a linguistic 
or pragmatic perspective” (p.54). YouTube is the most visited social media site globally 
with an estimated 122 million daily users (Tafesse, 2020). Given the vast number of visi-
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tors YouTube attracts, it is no surprise that clickbait has become a pressing issue on the 
platform. The exploratory study presented in this paper attempts to determine which of 
the features of clickbait identified in the literature surrounding online news can be con-
sidered as indicators of clickbait in YouTube video titles.

Literature Review

Clickbait is a broad term which refers primarily to the way in which online content 
is advertised (Potthast et al., 2016; Qu et al., 2018). Clickbait is not a new phenome-
non (Mormol, 2019), the technique of enticing readers through the use of exaggerated 
and sensationalistic headlines can be found in tabloid newspapers as far back as the 
1980s (Chen et al., 2015). From a journalistic perspective, news headlines have been 
transformed by digital reporting into elements intended to attract reader attention rather 
than provide information (Jiang et al., 2019). The use of clickbait techniques seems to 
be spreading to include mainstream news media and entertainment content (Rony et 
al., 2017) and has been thrust into the spotlight by the recent proliferation of fake news 
(Zannettou et al., 2018). Yet, as noted by Potthast et al. (2018), the working mechanisms 
of clickbait are still not adequately understood.

Few studies to date have focused on clickbait in the context of YouTube despite 
its far-reaching popularity and immense user base. Much of the existing literature has 
focused on the classification and detection of clickbait in online news (Blom and Han-
sen, 2014; Potthast et al., 2016; Orosa et al., 2017; Rony et al., 2017; Mormol, 2019; Genç 
and Surer, 2021; Scott, 2021). In the context of YouTube, the advertising of a video is 
achieved primarily through the video title and thumbnail image; the most prominent piec-
es of information which users are presented with (Lopezosa et al., 2020; Tafesse, 2020). 
Additional YouTube video metadata such as the video description, tags, number of likes 
and dislikes and user comments, only available to the user after clicking the link, may still 
have an impact on the way in which search engines index a video (Tafesse, 2020) and 
thereby indirectly contribute to the promotion of clickbait videos. 

Defining Clickbait 

Despite the increasing attention being given to clickbait, there is still no agreed 
upon universal definition of what clickbait is (Kuiken et al., 2017). Mormol (2019) states 
that “the available descriptions of clickbait do not succeed in providing a coherent pic-
ture of the phenomenon in question” (p.3). Table 1 presents definitions of clickbait found 
in the literature.

Table 1. Definitions of Clickbait.
Definition Context
“content of which the main purpose is to attract attention and en-
courage visitors to click on a link to a particular web-page” (Chen 
et al., 2015, p.15)

Online ‘soft’ news websites 
(headlines)

“a certain kind of web content advertisement that is designed to 
entice its readers into clicking an accompanying link” (Potthast et 
al., 2016, p.810)

Online news Twitter posts

News (headlines) which generate clicks via catchy, provocative, or 
sensationalist headlines aimed at exploiting the curiosity of users 
(Orosa et al., 2017)

Online news websites (head-
lines)

“a form of web content that employs writing formulas and linguistic 
techniques in headlines to trick readers into clicking links, but does 
not deliver on promises.” (Rony et al., 2017, p.232)

News headlines on Facebook
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“a marketing instrument employed by many publishers on social 
media that entices and manipulates users to click on a certain link 
by using eye-catching teaser content, exaggerated descriptions, by 
omitting key information, or even outright deception – irrespective 
of whether users are actually interested in the content’s topic or 
not.” (Qu et al., 2018, p.1)

YouTube metadata (all metada-
ta)

“online content that is specifically designed to entice a reader 
to click on a link but which offers very little reward for doing so.” 
(Scott, 2021, p.54)

Online ‘soft’ news websites 
(headlines)

Content which is “purposely designed to attract the user’s attention 
and make them curious to follow the link and read, view, or listen 
to the attached content” (Varshney & Vishwakarma, 2021, p.4212)

YouTube metadata (user com-
ments)

“an advertisement aimed at attracting visitors’ attention and en-
couraging them to click on an attached link” (Elyashar et al., 2017, 
p.1)

Online news Twitter posts

an umbrella term, used to describe many different techniques, all 
with the common goal of attracting attention and invoking curiosity 
to get the reader to click on a headline (Kuiken et al., 2017)

Online news websites (head-
lines)

Source: own research.

Although not apparently different, the definitions of clickbait offered in the literature 
often specify the nature of clickbait content in a contextually convenient manner. The 
aspects of clickbait universal to all the definitions in Table 1 are (a) clickbait has a decep-
tive intent, and (b) clickbait exploits the curiosity of readers to generate clicks. 

The very nature of clickbait is deceptive, as it aims to convince a reader to click a 
link they might otherwise not click. The underlying deceptive intent of clickbait has been 
widely criticised (Alves et al., 2016; Biyani et al., 2016; Chakraborty et al., 2016) as the 
linked content often fails to satisfy expectations set by the headline. These criticisms 
are often based on a journalistic understanding of headlines; that of autonomous texts 
intended to inform readers of the basic content of an article (Dor, 2003). YouTube video 
titles, being unbound by journalistic standards, may well function to attract reader atten-
tion. However, as noted by Tafesse (2020), titles are still obliged to offer some measure 
of information as to the content of a video.

Deception in headlines can be understood through relevance theory (Sperber & Wil-
son, 1995, 2008), which proposes that readers will interpret a headline in a way which 
maximises its relevance to the individual through assumptions a reader naturally makes 
about the intended meaning of a headline. Ifantidou (2009), drawing on relevance theory, 
proposes that under informative, vague, or ambiguous headlines are perceived as more 
relevant by readers because they allow for more assumptions to be made. In the context 
of YouTube, vague or ambiguous titles which deemphasize the provision of information 
can be considered as clickbait.

From a cognitive perspective, the efficacy of clickbait can be explained by Loewen-
stein’s (1994) information-gap theory of curiosity. Loewenstein suggests that a reader’s 
curiosity is piqued by the highlighting of a gap in their knowledge, creating a sense of 
deprivation, and thereby motivating the reader to click a link (Chakraborty et al., 2016). 
Mormol (2019) explains this ‘curiosity gap’ phenomenon in the context of online news 
headlines by stating that “the determination to fill in the existing knowledge gap is 
enough to entice the reader into clicking on any headline which alludes to events with 
undisclosed outcomes” (p.3).  Following Loewenstein’s theory, YouTube videos with ti-
tles which employ techniques to intentionally pique reader curiosity through the creation 
of a curiosity gap can be considered to be clickbait. 
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Figure 1. Relationship Between the Defining Principles of Clickbait. Source: own research.

As YouTube is a largely informal, creative platform unbound by the standards of 
news journalism, titles to be considered as clickbait must contain some measure of both 
defining principles of clickbait, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Features of Clickbait

Empirical research has revealed several linguistic and typological features of click-
bait in news headlines. These features represent the mechanisms by which the definitive 
principles of clickbait are realised in a news headline. Table 2 lists only the most predom-
inant and recurrent linguistic and typological features associated with clickbait present 
in the literature and is by no means exhaustive.

Table 2. Linguistic and Typological Features of Clickbait.
Clickbait Feature Description

Overuse of personal and demonstrative 
pronouns (Qu et al., 2018; Scott, 2021)

Personal pronouns can create a false sense of relevance 
for the reader, while demonstrative pronouns exploit read-
er curiosity.

Overuse of superlative adjectives and inten-
sifiers (Mormol, 2019; Scott, 2021)

Superlative adjectives often indicate exaggeration and 
sensationalism in headlines.

The use of forward-reference (Blom and 
Hansen, 2014)

Referring to undisclosed outcomes or information (and 
implied to be present on the landing page) creating an in-
formation-gap.

Emotional appeal (Lockwood, 2016; 
Tafesse, 2020)

Creating emotional appeal through the wording of a head-
line, often at the expense of providing information about 
the content.

Hyperbolic words and strong lexical units 
(Alves et al., 2016; Mormol, 2019)

Strong lexical units and hyperbole often indicate exagger-
ation contributing to the deceptive nature of a headline.

Using numerals (Kuiken et al., 2017; Mor-
mol, 2019)

Numerals attract reader attention and contribute to creat-
ing an information gap, piquing reader curiosity.

Use of upper case (Biyani et al. 2016) A typological feature which attracts reader attention and 
contributes to exaggeration in headlines.

Distinctive punctuation patterns 
(Chakraborty et al., 2016; Qu et al., 2018)

Punctuation which serves no purpose other than to at-
tract attention to a headline.

Modals (Molina et al., 2021) Modal verbs create a false sense of relevance as they of-
ten and contribute to the creation of an information-gap.                                               

Shortened forms (Chakraborty et al., 2016) The use of shortened word forms such as contractions, 
semantic symbols, numeronyms (l8r), and leet speak.
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Interrogative forms (Lockwood, 2016; Kuik-
en et al., 2017)

Questions create an information-gap and may also con-
tribute to a false sense of relevance.

Prioritization of familiar (and trending) vo-
cabulary (Ifantidou, 2009)

The use of familiar and trending words attracts reader at-
tention and can create a false sense of relevance.

The features of clickbait listed in Table 2 above will be examined in order to answer 
the following research question: To what extent do the linguistic and typological features 
of clickbait, identified in the literature surrounding online news, indicate clickbait in You-
Tube video titles? 

Method

A comparative corpus analysis using Sketch Engine is employed to identify which 
of the linguistic and typological features associated with clickbait headlines are indi-
cators of clickbait in YouTube video titles. Two corpora, consisting of video titles taken 
from channels associated with the use of clickbait (CB) (N=1000) and channels not as-
sociated with the use of clickbait (NCB) (N=1000) were compiled. The 100 most recent 
video titles were selected from each of ten CB channels and ten NCB channels across 
five genres of content, illustrated in Table 3. Channels were selected on the basis of the 
extent to which the most recent titles aligned with the defining principles of clickbait 
discussed above, and on user comments associated with each channel.

Table 3. Corpora Information.
Clickbait Channels
Channel Name Genre Total Words (N=7,870) Total Tokens (N=10,431)

Troom Troom CB1 DIY & Crafts 845 999

5-Minute Crafts CB2 DIY & Crafts 988 1,191

AliA CB3 Gaming 758 1,329

PewDiePie CB4 Gaming 574 723

Morgz CB5 People & Lifestyle 775 1,143

RiceGum CB6 People & Lifestyle 721 950

Mrwhostheboss CB7 Science & Technology 623 840

Linus Tech Tips CB8 Science & Technology 751 968

Dahr Mann CB9 Other 1,107 1,334

Top5Central CB10 Other 728 954

Non-clickbait Channels
Channel Name Genre Total Words (N=6,774) Total Tokens (N=8,228)

DIY Creators NCB1 DIY & Crafts 723 845

I Like To Make 
Stuff NCB2 DIY & Crafts 775 965

IGN NCB3 Gaming 785 1,020

xisumavoid NCB4 Gaming 603 827

Jason Vlogs NCB5 People & Lifestyle 766 784

Vegabrothers NCB6 People & Lifestyle 803 973

Vsauce NCB7 Science & Technology 412 551

Mark Rober NCB8 Science & Technology 691 874

Ozzy Man Re-
views NCB9 Other 390 468
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Tom Scott NCB10 Other 826 921

Note: ‘Tokens’ includes all words, punctuation marks, and symbols.

Qu et al. (2018) state that YouTube content creators “are more or less forced to 
employ clickbait to avoid their content from being lost among all the catchy titles” (p.1). 
Thus, to allow for a fairer representation of the nature and extent of clickbait use in You-
Tube video titles, the choice was taken to use video titles from channels associated with 
clickbait rather than selecting clickbait video titles individually.

Results and Analysis

Of the twelve linguistic and typological features of clickbait identified in online 
news, ten were found to be at least partially indicative of clickbait in YouTube video 
titles. Interrogative forms were found to be more a product of the type of content, being 
far more prominent in the science and technology sub-corpora than any other. Shortened 
word forms, including both contractions and non-standard shortenings, were found to be 
statistically insignificant in the clickbait corpus relative to the non-clickbait corpus. 

Personal and Demonstrative Pronouns

Personal and demonstrative pronouns are identified by Chakraborty et al. (2016) 
and Scott (2021) as indicators of clickbait in online news headlines. Table 4 lists the 
most statistically significant personal and demonstrative pronouns found in the corpora. 

Table 4. Distribution of Personal and Demonstrative Pronouns.

Personal pronoun Log-likelihood Use in the clickbait corpus relative to 
the non-clickbait corpus

1st person singular subject (I) +26.24 Significant overuse

1st person singular object (me) +21.79 Significant overuse

1st person singular poss. (my) +64.4 Significant overuse

1st person plural subject (we) -0.32 No significance

1st person plural object (us) +5.2 Significant overuse

2nd person (you) +34.47 Significant overuse

3rd person singular neutral (it) +54.41 Significant overuse

3rd person plural subject (they) +15.57 Significant overuse

Plural near (these) +4.21 Significant overuse

Singular near (this) +28.48 Significant overuse

Personal pronouns can contribute to the clickbait nature of a title in a number of 
ways. The use of the unresolved pronoun “she” in (1) creates an information gap, leaving 
the reader wondering who “she” is. 

(1) She Surprises Me For Valentines Day!!! (CB6)
(2) How THIS Instagram story kills your phone. (CB7)
The personal pronoun “your” in (2) directly addresses the reader. Scott (2021) notes 

that “presenting the information as directly related to the reader, gives the writer another 
opportunity to create an information gap” (p. 62). The information-gap is compounded 
by the use of the demonstrative pronoun “this”, further piquing reader curiosity. The use 
of personal and demonstrative pronouns can be considered an indicator of clickbait in 
YouTube video titles.
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Superlative Adjectives and Intensifiers

Superlative adjectives and intensifiers are associated with extremes, and there-
by contribute to exaggeration in video titles, a feature consistent with clickbait (Scott, 
2021). Table 5 shows a significant overuse of all types of adjectives and adverbs in the 
clickbait corpus. 

Table 5. Distribution of Adjectives and Adverbs.

Part-of-speech Log-likelihood Use in the clickbait corpus relative to 
the non-clickbait corpus

General adjectives +30.66 Significant overuse

Comparative adjectives +13.47 Significant overuse

Superlative adjectives +11.57 Significant overuse

General adverbs +35.41 Significant overuse

Comparative adverbs +23.24 Significant overuse

Superlative adverbs +12.16 Significant overuse

Intensifiers (degree adverbs) +14.93 Significant overuse

This finding stands in contrast to Scott (2021) who found a significant underuse 
of only general and comparative adjectives in clickbait headlines. This discrepancy may 
be explained by the informal nature of YouTube, where video titles can employ any num-
ber of linguistic and typological features such as unique punctuation, numerals, and an 
abundance of symbols to attract reader attention. News headlines, however, may be lim-
ited to more traditional choices such as the use of a superlative over a general adjective. 

(3) Zenfone 8 – The most boring INCREDIBLE phone ever. (CB7)
(4) Fortnite’s ACTUALLY doing *THIS*! (CB3)
In (3) the intensifier “most” together with the adverb “ever” serves to exaggerate the 

degree to which the phone is both “boring” and “incredible”. This hyperbolic exaggera-
tion is a typical indicator of clickbait. In (4) the adverb “actually” serves to amplify the 
information-gap formed by the use of the unresolved demonstrative pronoun “this” by 
adding an element of disbelief. The use of adjectives and adverbs to exaggerate a title 
is indicative of clickbait.

Forward-reference

Forward-reference is a linguistic device whereby reference is made to upcoming 
parts of a text. Blom & Hansen (2014) distinguish two forms of forward-reference: (a) 
discourse deixis, which refers to forthcoming parts of the discourse relative to the cur-
rent location as in (5) where the interrogative structure implicitly refers to an answer pro-
vided in the associated video, and (b) cataphora which refers to an upcoming part of the 
sentence as in (6) where “this YouTuber” refers cataphorically to the YouTube channel 
H3H3 in parenthesis. 

(5) Can They Watercool Better Than Me? (CB8)
(6) This YouTuber is Lying To You (H3H3) (CB6)
Blom & Hansen (2014) state that “since discourse deixis and cataphora do not car-

ry any full content in headlines, they must, tentatively, be considered a device primarily 
used for creating anticipation and making readers click” (p.89). As shown in Figure 2, 
forward-reference is a prominent feature in video titles of channels associated with click-
bait.
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Figure 2. Video Titles Employing Forward-referencing Techniques (N=1000).

The results differ from those obtained by Blom & Hansen (2014) who identified 
forward-referencing in only 17.2% of online news headlines. This discrepancy could be 
explained in part by the fact that sites which generate revenue through advertising rather 
than subscription charges, such as YouTube, are predisposed to clickbait (Blom & Han-
sen, 2014; Chakraborty et al., 2016). Forward-referencing is a strong indicator of clickbait 
in YouTube titles.

Emotional Appeal

In a study of online news headlines Orosa et al. (2017) concluded that clickbait 
headlines are characterised by the way in which they “privilege sensations and emotions 
over information” (p. 1267). The results of the analysis shown in Figure 3 indicate that 
emotional appeal is present in a much larger proportion of clickbait video titles than 
non-clickbait video titles.

Figure 3. YouTube Titles Prioritising Emotional Appeal (N=1000).

Although several different techniques may be employed to elicit emotions on the 
part of the reader, it is the prioritisation of emotional appeal over the provision of infor-
mation which determines whether a title can be considered clickbait. 

(7) Homeless Man’s LIFE IS CHANGED, What Happens Is Shocking (CB9)
(8) Why Everyone In China Hates Me… (CB6)
In (7) the writer evokes contradictory emotions without providing any information of 

the content of the video, a common technique used to create emotional appeal in a title 
(Mormol, 2019). Tafesse (2020) shows that framing an emotive title negatively, as in (8), 
generates more clicks than framing a title positively. 

Hyperbole and Strong Lexical Units

The use of strong lexical units and hyperbole function to exaggerate or sensation-
alise a title (Chakraborty et al., 2016). Strong lexical units and hyperbole are words or 
phrases which act to exaggerate a title beyond necessity. Examples of strong lexical 
units may be words associated with danger (“warning”), death (“kill”, “massacre”), vi-
olence (“rape”, “assault”), sexuality (“sexy”, “nude”), profanity, and attention-grabbing 
words such as “free”, or “new”. Figure 4. illustrates that hyperbole and strong lexical units 
are a more common feature in clickbait titles.
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Figure 4. Titles Containing Hyperbole and Strong Lexical Units (N=1000).

Given that attracting reader attention may be an acceptable function of video titles, 
the use of hyperbole and strong lexical units may not be as indicative of clickbait as in 
news headlines. However, it is often the case that the sensationalism created by hyper-
bole and strong lexical units can contribute to the deceptive nature of YouTube titles.

(9) Tik Toks That Will Melt your Brain (CB4)
(10) *WARNING* – Fortnite is in DANGER! (HELP) (CB3)
In (9) the use of the hyperbolic phrase melt your brain acts to pique reader curiosity 

while offering no information about the content of the video, as does the strong lexical 
units “warning” and “danger” in (10). This use of strong lexical units and hyperbole may 
indicate clickbait.

Numerals

The use of numbers attracts reader attention and contributes to creating an infor-
mation-gap (Potthast et al., 2016; Kuiken et al., 2017). The most common use of num-
bers in clickbait titles may be ‘listicles’ (Vijgen, 2014), which are “articles that are simply 
lists or rankings” (Sadri, 2019). Numeral occurrences were divided into three categories: 
(a) listicles, (b) monetary amounts, and (c) other uses including proper nouns (iPhone 
12), acronyms (3D, 4K) and technical terms (240p).

Table 6. Distribution of Numerals.

Numeral Usage Log-likelihood Use in the clickbait corpus, compared 
to the non-clickbait corpus

List +73.3 Significant overuse

Amount (monetary) +28.6 Significant overuse

Other -63.68 Significant underuse

As indicated in Table 6, lists and monetary amounts showed significant overuse 
in the clickbait corpus. Numerals are often combined with other techniques as a way 
of amplifying the curiosity of the reader. In (11) the use of numerals is combined with 
hyperbolic word “insane”, superlative adjective “most”, adverb “ever”, and the use of cap-
italisation.

(11) Top 10 MOST INSANE Sandcastles EVER BUILT (CB10)
(12) $100 ROAD TRIP vs $10,000 ROAD TRIP – Challenge (CB5)
The use of monetary amounts in (12) immediately attracts reader attention while 

the preposition vs deictically refers to upcoming parts of the discourse. The significant 
underuse of numbers in the ‘other’ uses category suggests that numbers may indicate 
clickbait under certain conditions only.

Capitalisation

The use of upper-case in YouTube titles is far more prominent in clickbait titles that 
in non-clickbait titles, as illustrated in Table 7. Accepted uses of capitalisation including 
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acronyms (DIY, ATM) and proper nouns (FIFA, NASA) were not included in the analysis.
Table 7. The Use of Capitalisation in Each Corpus

Corpus Number of titles containing 
capitalised words (N=1000)

Total number of capitalised 
words in each corpus

% Capitalised words 
in each corpus

Clickbait 548 1,664 21.14%

Non-Clickbait 104 254 3.74%

Mormol (2019) states that capitalisation as a feature of clickbait “lures the reader 
by means of diversified typography that includes a mixture of upper- and lower-case”. Of 
the 548 titles containing upper-case words in the clickbait corpus, only 36 were capital-
ised in their entirety.

(13) Top 5 LUXURIOUS Airplane Seats YOU WON’T BELIEVE EXIST. (CB10) 
In (13) the choice of capitalised words acts to highlight the superlative adjective 

“luxurious” as well as the hyperbolic phrase “you won’t believe exist”. In this example, 
the capitalised words are those which contribute to the clickbait nature of a title. Capital-
isation is not clickbait in and of itself as its use does not contribute to the creation of a 
knowledge-gap or a false sense of relevance. Rather, the primary purpose of capitalisa-
tion seems to be to attract reader attention. The overrepresentation of capitalised words 
in the clickbait corpus suggests that capitalisation may indicate the presence of other 
clickbait features in YouTube titles.

Punctuation and Symbols

A wide variety of punctuation and symbols were identified in the corpora. The most 
significant of which are presented in Table 8. Many of these typological features are 
seemingly used to attract reader attention. 

Table 8. Distribution of Punctuation and Symbols.

Punctuation Log-likelihood Use in the clickbait corpus, compared 
to the non-clickbait corpus

* + 234.66 Significant overuse

… + 56.98 Significant overuse

! + 159.58 Significant overuse

? - 5.80 Significant underuse

/ - 0.38 No significance

(  ) + 11.31 Significant overuse

+ + 4.37 Significant overuse

= + 8.54 Significant overuse

# - 1.79 No significance

$ + 27.24 Significant overuse

& - 31.90 Significant underuse

“its” - 0.97 No Significance

| - 24.42 Significant underuse

@ + 10.47 Significant overuse

Emoji + 32.57 Significant overuse

Other visual elements - 8.19 Significant underuse

The most significant of the punctuation marks and symbols are the asterisk, ex-
clamation mark, and ellipsis, which appear to be used to draw attention to the title and 
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accentuate other clickbait features.
(14) It’s *ACTUALLY* happening…! (Fortnite ICON Skin) (CB3)
In (14) the capitalised adverb “actually”, framed in asterisks, adds an exaggerated 

element of surprise which is further emphasises by the use of an exclamation mark. 
The use of ellipsis indicates an unfinished thought and can be considered a type of for-
ward-referencing device used to contribute to the curiosity gap initially created by the 
unresolved pronoun “it”.  Certain punctuation and symbols in YouTube video titles may 
act as amplifying devices, exaggerating, and highlighting other clickbait features.

Modals

Although the effectiveness of modal verbs to pique reader curiosity is limited rela-
tive to other clickbait features, they are suggested to act as supporting devices to attract 
reader attention (Molina et al., 2021). Only those modals which were found in both cor-
pora, listen in Table 9, were considered. 

Table 9. Distribution of Modal Verbs

Modal Log likelihood Use in the clickbait corpus, compared 
to the non-clickbait corpus

Will + 20.06 Significant overuse

Can + 1.19 No significance

Need + 10.40 Significant overuse

Must + 3.74 No significance

Should - 0.06 No significance

The modal “will” is classified as a strong modal of certainty, implying certainty of 
outcome, and the modal “need” is classified as a strong modal of necessity (Depraetere 
and Reed, 2020). These modals occurred most often as parts of hyperbolic phrases.

(15) Inventions That Will CHANGE YOUR LIFE! (CB4)
(16) 16 PARENTING HACKS YOU NEED TO KNOW (CB2)
In (15), “will” implies certainty relative to the hyperbolic phrase “change your life”, 

which is directed at the reader through the use of the pronoun “your”. The use of “need” 
in (16) implies necessity in the hyperbolic phrase “need to know”. The information-gap 
created by the deictic forward referencing noun phrase “16 parenting hacks” is directed 
at the reader through the use of the pronoun “you”. These examples show how strong 
modal verbs may act as a supporting device to other clickbait features such as hyperbo-
le and forward-reference.

Familiar Vocabulary

Ifantidou (2009) identifies a reader preference for semantically familiar vocabulary 
in news headlines. Similarly, in an online context where certain words or phrases may 
rise and fall in popularity, ‘trending’ words may act to attract reader attention (McCulloch, 
2019). A word frequency analysis revealed lexical items overrepresented in the click-
bait corpus. Stop words (common use words such as ‘a’, ‘an’, ‘the’ and ‘is’) as well as 
words overrepresented in any single sub-corpus (such as ‘game’ or ‘update’ in the gam-
ing sub-corpus) were not considered. 
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Table 10. Trending Vocabulary in the Clickbait Corpus.
Word Number of occurrences % of corpus word count

Fortnite 110 1.39

hack* 78 0.99

challenge 72 0.91

vs 58 0.73

TikTok 25 0.31

unboxing 18 0.22
*The noun hack refers to a novel solution to an everyday problem, no instances of hack as a 

verb were found.

As illustrated in Table 10, the most frequent word was Fortnite a popular online 
game. Both Fortnite and TikTok are illustrations of how clickbait titles may include so-
cially relevant vocabulary as a lure to attract reader attention. The nouns “hack”, “chal-
lenge”, and “unboxing” also refer to popular online trends. 

(17) Last To Stop Playing AMONG US Wins $10,000 – Challenge (CB5)
(18) BOYS vs GIRLS || Cool TikTok hacks #shorts (CB2)  
Example (17) illustrates a common occurrence in the clickbait corpus whereby the 

word “challenge” seems to be tagged onto a title to attract reader attention. The preposi-
tion “vs”, as in (18), is used in noun phrases as a type of deictic forward-referencing de-
vice (also seen in (12) above). Deliberately chosen familiar vocabulary can draw reader 
attention to other clickbait features which may be present. 

Discussion

The various features of clickbait play different roles in the overall effect of a click-
bait title. It may be useful to distinguish the extent to which certain features may be indic-
ative of clickbait in YouTube titles. The results suggest three categories; (a) indicative, 
the strongest indicators of clickbait, (b) partially indicative, features indicative of click-
bait depending on their usage or type, and (c) facilitative, features which serve to draw 
reader attention to a title or act to highlight clickbait features within a title, but which are 
not clickbait in and of themselves. Table 11 offers a summary of the roles the various 
clickbait features may play in YouTube titles.

Table 11. Clickbait Features in YouTube Titles.
Clickbait Feature Relevance to YouTube Titles Category

Overuse of personal and 
demonstrative pronouns 

Personal and demonstrative pronouns serve to create 
a knowledge gap and a false sense of relevance for 
the reader.

Indicative

Overuse of superlative ad-
jectives and intensifiers

Superlative adjectives and intensifiers exaggerate ti-
tles and thereby contribute to the deceptive nature of 
clickbait titles.

Indicative

The use of forward-refer-
ence

Forward reference piques reader curiosity by creating 
an information gap. Indicative

Emotional appeal 
Indicative of clickbait when the elicitation of reader 
emotion is prioritised over the provision of informa-
tion.

Partially Indicative

Hyperbolic words and 
strong lexical units 

Hyperbole and strong lexical units act to exaggerate 
titles and pique reader curiosity. Indicative

Using numerals

Cardinal numbers used in lists are a strong indicator 
of clickbait. Monetary amounts are a facilitative fea-
ture. Other uses of numbers are not indicative of click-
bait.

Partially Indica-
tive/ Facilitative
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Use of upper case

The use of capitalised words attracts reader attention, 
particularly when upper- and lower-case are mixed in 
a single title. Often used to highlight other features of 
clickbait.

Facilitative

Distinctive punctuation 
patterns

Distinctive punctuation acts to draw reader attention 
to the title, and often to highlight particular words and 
phrases.

Facilitative

Modals Partial indicator of clickbait. Strong modals of neces-
sity and certainty are indicators of clickbait. Partially Indicative

Shortened forms Not an indicator of clickbait in YouTube titles. n/a

Interrogative forms Not an indicator of clickbait in YouTube titles. n/a

Prioritization of familiar 
(trending) vocabulary (Ifan-
tidou, 2009)

Bait phrases are an indicator of clickbait. Trending vo-
cabulary can be an indicator of clickbait when used 
primarily to draw reader attention to a title.

Partially Indicative

The linguistic and typological features of clickbait rarely appear in isolation (Scott, 
2021). Majority of the video titles in the clickbait corpus contained a variety of clickbait 
techniques. Mormol (2019) proposes that “a possible explanation for this might be relat-
ed to the overuse of various clickbait constructions, which become fossilized over time 
and consequently, their effectiveness decreases” (p. 9). Hence, by combining several 
techniques in one title, the overall clickbait effect can be amplified.

In (19), the indicative clickbait features of deictic forward-reference, achieved by the 
phrase “what happens next” and the hyperbolic phrase “will shock you”, are supported by 
the use of the strong modal of certainty “will”. The use of mixed upper- and lower-case 
words and an exclamation mark draws the readers’ initial attention to the title.

(19) RICH PEOPLE Taught Lessons By POOR PEOPLE, What Happens Next WILL 
SHOCK YOU! (CB9)

(20) 10 LUCKIEST People ON THE PLANET!
In (20) the indicative clickbait features are the use of the superlative adjective “luck-

iest” which is emphasised by capitalisation and supported using a listicle structure The 
hyperbolic phrase “on the planet” is capitalised and emphasised with an exclamation 
mark. These examples illustrate the complex relationship which various clickbait fea-
tures may have in relation to each other.

Conclusion

This paper presents an exploratory study of the linguistic and typological features 
of clickbait in YouTube video titles. It is revealed that not all the features of clickbait 
identified in the literature are indicative of clickbait in the context of YouTube. The study 
is limited by the size of the data set and the narrow focus of the study. A larger data set 
may allow for more generalizable results and a more accurate analysis. The focus on 
clickbait features previously identified in the literature does not allow for the uncovering 
of clickbait features which may be unique to YouTube. Many questions are left unan-
swered regarding clickbait on YouTube. The interplay between the individual clickbait 
features warrants further exploration, and the relationship between thumbnail images 
and titles is yet unexplored.

In a recent video (Muller, 2021), popular YouTube channel Veritasium suggests that 
clickbait is becoming more scientific in its approach. The advent of YouTube Analytics, 
a function whereby the view count of a video can be tracked in real time, allows content 
creators to experiment with different titles until a spike in views is observed. Veritasium 
contends that practices such as this are driving clickbait forward to ever-more sophis-
ticated techniques, which unless identified and understood, will become increasingly 
difficult to stop. It is hoped that an approach such as the one presented in this paper may 
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aid in the further understanding of clickbait use in non-news online contexts.
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DIGITAL AND COMMUNICATION 
COMPETENCES OF FOREIGN 

LANGUAGE TEACHERS IN POLAND 
Kinga Bajorek1, Oskar Gawroński2

Abstract
Language education is directly related to the phenomenon of communication competence. 

This is important since the knowledge of foreign languages is intended to develop communication 
activities that are implemented in their nature. Communication competence is, however, a much 
broader concept, and in the context of language education, it not only refers to recipients (pupils) 
but also to broadcasters (teachers). This article presents the relationship between teachers’ activity 
in the field of mass media, their communication competence and social media. The purpose of this 
study is also to indicate the correlations between the opinions of teachers surveyed and the features 
of communication competence of students, as well as to assess the level of teachers’ competences. 
The methods used in this study included a questionnaire and interviews. A set of closed, open and 
mixed questions, as well as an in-depth interview based on a traditional questionnaire is included. It 
is difficult to prove the correlation between teachers’ communication and media competences and 
the effects of their work. Nevertheless, the high self-assessment of teachers’ competences seems to 
be related to the growing trend of English language skills in Polish society.

Keywords: educative communication, communication skills, didactic competence, teacher profes-
sional competence, mediated communication

Introduction

Communication competence is one of the key elements found in general social 
communication models. Although the concept of communication competence seems to 
be an ambiguous one, different research approaches consisting of a fairly uniform set 
of parameters applied are used to characterise it. Communication models distinguish 
the sender’s communication competences and the recipient’s communication compe-
tences; a common part is a specific area of effective communication (Mrozowski, 2001). 
In the field of social communication, communicative competence is most often under-
stood as an ability expressed through interaction with other people and is the result of 
relational and communicative cooperation. A person with communication competence 
has the ability to participate in and create an interaction (Tucker, 2006).

1 M.A., Faculty of Media and Social Communication, University of Information Technology and 
Management, Rzeszow, Poland, e-mail: kbajorek@wsiz.edu.pl, ORCID: 0000-0001-8925-3167
2 University of Information Technology and Management in Rzeszów, Poland, ORCID: https://
orcid.org/0000-0001-7223-2132

SOCIAL COMMUNICATION ONLINE JOURNAL
#1 (23)2022

81

DOI: 10.2478/sc-2022-0008



Having analysed the key definitions of the concept, Marcyński (2017) states that 
communication competence is not a simple sum of the terms ‘competence’ and ‘com-
munication’, but is a construct expressing knowledge about it, the skills and motivation 
with which it is being acquired. Communication competence highlights the communica-
tion and interpersonal skills of individuals who participate in communication process-
es, expressed in their characteristic features, namely reading, writing or listening skills. 
Communication competence, by its nature, relates to interpersonal relationships and is 
a quality in communication which results from the creative tension between being rel-
evant and effective. It is expressed in a wide range of communication behaviours. For 
a modern communication researcher, there is no universal definition of communication 
competence. It is an extensive and complex phenomenon, and thus it has many defini-
tions (McCroskey, 1982, 1994; Rodriques 2000).

Mrozowski (2001) suggests defining communication competence as “the ability 
to communicate, which includes knowledge, abilities and skills that define the scope of 
human communication with the environment - both from the position of the sender and 
the recipient of verbal and non-verbal messages”. Thus, communication competence is 
important for several reasons. Firstly, the work of a teacher – in particular, a foreign lan-
guage teacher – requires higher-than-average communication competence. This form 
of competence is required within the realm of effective teaching, which is based on re-
lations and communication interactions. Secondly, education in the language teaching 
area is conditioned by the creation of an effective communication field constituted by 
the sum of the communication competences of the sender – a teacher - and the re-
cipient – a student. Thirdly, language teaching aims to educate students in communi-
cative competences (Hanney, 2005). Therefore, it generally takes some form of media 
education. Komorowska (2005) explicitly states that the purpose of teaching a foreign 
language is to provide the student with communicative competence, which manifests 
itself in the effective acquisition and transfer of information adequate to the current situ-
ation. Since teachers are the most important ‘instruments’ in didactic activities, they are 
critical in shaping the communication competence of different students. They can also 
freely use a wide range of methodical instruments (Jabłoński & Wojciechowska, 2013). 
In education, an emerging transitional trend from the idea of academic teaching towards 
the practical one has been observed. Therefore, emphasis is being increasingly placed 
on the training of practical skills - specific competences that translate into specific skills 
and therefore, repetitive activities. The practical profile of education expresses a new 
paradigm of education, and thus, it is more profiled not only in terms of content and sub-
ject matter but also in terms of the recipient.

The increasing presence of different media in the life of children (including pre-
school children) and adolescents is well-known and documented (Thorn, 2008). Tradi-
tional media and new media focused on language teaching and learning contain three 
profiles: subject matter, teaching methodology and the recipient. Contemporary educa-
tion also shortens the time and distance between access to material and teachers. It 
therefore offers various forms of self-education, distance learning within the sphere of 
e-learning and m-learning (Söderström et al., 2006). In the context of modern educa-
tion, it is, therefore, necessary to take its current challenges dictated by new forms of 
communication and the constantly evolving technology into account. These contempo-
rary challenges are expressed through the ability to receive information, its acquisition 
and transmission, communication, the use of media and various types of technology in 
the education of students and their learning process. As Engen (2019) notices “Rapid 
technological developments and changes put great demands on the professional teach-
er. These demands are not only in relation to adopting the new digital technologies, as 
these are introduced and made available for education, but also for further understand-
ing the political and cultural dimensions of digital technologies in relation to schools 
and society” (p. 11). Media industry has ignored academic education, while funding and 
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resource shortfalls have prevented media practice education from contributing more 
vocationally (Macdonald, 2000).

Various perspectives are adopted within the scope of communication competence 
related to the media, and it could be agreed that there are two different tendencies. 
Firstly, studies that refer to media literacy as building bridges between traditional media 
and new technologies. Secondly, studies that describe digital competence or informa-
tion and digital competence, including those which focus on the development of digital 
competence: content, abilities and attitudes related to searching for and comprehen-
sion, communication, creation and dissemination of information using technologies 
(Pérez-Rodríguez & Delgado Ponce, 2012; Sixto-García & Duarte-Melo, 2020). The im-
portance of professional digital competences of teachers in classrooms is growing as 
digital resources and digital media are becoming essential parts of teachers’ everyday 
practice (Gudmundsdottir & Hatlevik, 2018). Learning a new language and learning to 
write in that language are social practices (Gilliland, 2015), but implementing meaning in 
social interaction is considerably more complex and vague than it had been envisaged in 
theoretical models of communicative competence (Leung & Lewkowicz, 2013).

The use of mass media and social media, both constituting foreign didactic ma-
terial (foreign language press) and those oriented towards supplementing didactics in 
language education (language press), can be present both in the traditional model of 
education as well as in its modern variants. The traditional approach refers to the use of 
the press in language education – a trend that has been developing for over a hundred 
years (Bowman, 1916) and is still being used today, although not always in the correct 
form (Pickard, 1996; Magnusson & Godhe 2019).

The use of British or American magazines in the Polish teaching environment is 
combined with the dominating method of education – the traditional form of ‘English as 
a foreign language’ (EFL). The language press published in Poland but aimed at teaching 
English and other languages to Polish recipients seems to fit instead into the concept of 
‘English as a Lingua Franca’ (ELF) as proposed by Swan (2012). Of course, observing the 
dominance of English in the world, according to Perez-Llantada (2010), it can be stated 
that the universality of English almost achieving the status of lingua franca ensures uni-
formity in the field of communication. However, education based on a specific EFL meth-
odology can also be conducted in relation to other foreign languages. It is mainly about 
teaching a foreign language as an international language, i.e. a language that ceases to 
be identified with a particular culture and community.

Adopting this model of education is not popular in Poland due to the fact that tech-
nologies, as well as access to it, are still being developed. At the same time, however, it 
is conditioned by numerous factors that require professional education of teachers and 
their preparation for this form of teaching (Matsuda, 2017), currently not executed by 
leading Polish centres for foreign language teachers. The use of language magazines 
can be a passive form of reception on the part of a student; it can also take a form of a 
part of activities activating project-based learning, including an attempt to independently 
edit articles and publication experiments (Eguchi & Eguchi, 2006).

The extensive research into the communication competence of teachers focused 
on three key components of communication competence: knowledge, skills and moti-
vation (Rubin & Feezel, 1986; Morreale et al. 2000; Balkic-Tomic et al., 2015). Published 
works are often examples of applied research giving practical recommendations for 
teachers’ development (Ogienko & Rolyak, 2009; Zlatić et al., 2014). Regarding the com-
munication competence of foreign language teachers, the attention of research tends 
to relate to intercultural differences and intercultural competences that affect the effec-
tiveness of a teachers’ work (Sercu & Bandura, 2005; Godwin-Jones, 2013; Qiao, 2017).

Most of these studies, however, do not refer specifically to the relationship between 
communicative competence and media competence of teachers. This article tries to 
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contribute to filling this gap in research. The main purpose of the considerations pre-
sented in this study is based on the results of representative research. This research 
attempted to determine the relationship between media competence (manifested in the 
use of language magazines) and communication competence (related to didactic forms 
of teaching activity) of foreign language teachers in Poland. The aim of the research 
was to diagnose the demonstrative involvement of foreign language teachers in Poland 
through the use of a non-standard tool. This tool was based on traditional medium – 
printed magazines for learning foreign languages. The scale of this activity was also 
determined.

A dynamic development of information technologies, which has also had an impact 
on methodology of education, including foreign language teaching has been observed 
for years. Multimedia tools are commonplace in today’s education, because they are not 
only an attractive form of transferring teaching content, but also use appropriate and 
varied stimuli. They increase the effectiveness of the teaching and learning process by 
adjusting to the needs and capabilities of the student. They are also an interesting form 
of individualisation and personalisation, particularly of educational messages (Gruza & 
Pabińczyk, 2016).

The common access and use of modern technologies imply a progressive process 
of the mediatisation of social life. This is understood as the process of creating and 
spreading new media forms and channels over time, with their penetration into various 
spheres of everyday life. This also includes their growing use in various types of public 
institutions (Goban-Klas, 2012). It also applies to the increasing necessity of changes in 
methodology, including foreign language teaching (Warschauer & Meskill, 2000). Most 
of the teaching methods that are still popular today were developed at least several de-
cades ago, and thus, at the moment, they do not always meet the requirements of the 
realities of the present time and the educational needs of class participants (Ziółkowski, 
2016).

The process of language education as a sphere of media education due to the use 
of media in foreign language teaching–both traditional and new ones–can therefore be 
discussed. The status of media education is still not as strong as it should be. Aware-
ness of the influence of the media and the belief that audiences should be given the 
skills to become more cognisant of this influence have been promoted in many docu-
ments about media education (Lauri et al., 2010). Media education is sometimes defined 
not only as teaching about the media but also teaching for the media and through the 
media (Pisarek, 2006). Mobile applications and websites, as well as social media, are 
the most commonly used media today in foreign language teaching. However, this does 
not change the fact that traditional media are still being used, and the language press 
(for the purposes of this discussion, the press aimed at (self) language education will be 
described) is a phenomenon that is typical in a Polish teaching environment. In 2009, the 
first edition of the famous book by Poulet (2011) was launched. The author announced 
the death of newspapers and he tried to predict the distant–at the time– future of infor-
mation in the book.

In the epilogue to the Polish edition of the book in 2011, Poulet wrote: “The first 
edition of this book was published two years ago, and newspapers are still going on. 
Some consider this to be a confirmation that the situation was not really that serious 
at all” (p. 258). He then pointed out numerous pieces of evidence of a deepening crisis 
affecting the entire press sector on a global scale (Poulet, 2011). The contemporary 
press is losing its significance every year, but there are areas – specific niches – in which 
press publishers are doing remarkably well. In Poland, one of these areas is the language 
press. More than 20 titles of language press were published in Poland in 2018-2019, 
and the fact that the Ringier Axel Springer Polska publishing house entered this part of 
the market successfully is an additional confirmation of the development potential in 
the market. Ringier Axel Springer Polska is the publisher of the Newsweek Learning En-
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glish magazine. As its creators write – it is an opinion-forming bi-monthly magazine for 
learning English language. It is prepared on the basis of original texts from the American 
Newsweek edition, together with dedicated modern methodology and functional exer-
cises. The methodological part is designed by a team of methodologists and teachers 
specialising in teaching adults working professionally with the English language.

The variety and openness of the market for press titles in such a specific market 
segment as the language press proves the existing possibilities for readers seeking tools 
for independent improvement of competences in the field of foreign language skills, as 
well as for foreign language teachers. Language magazines are an excellent tool for 
self-education, but at the same time, they have significant potential in the field of glot-
todidactics (Gawroński & Bajorek, 2018)

The question arises, however, how much and to what extent do foreign language 
teachrs consciously use these opportunities?

Methodology

The field research method implementing a questionnaire interview consisting of 
standardised questions was used in the research project. It is one of the most frequently 
used methods in social research, allowing the diagnosis of the characteristics, opinions, 
attitudes and values of a given population by means of interviews with the target group, 
which constitutes the most accurate reflection of that population sector (Pinsonneault 
& Kraemer, 1993). The field research method, in the form of a questionnaire interview, 
was chosen and used as the best available method to collect original data to describe a 
population sector (foreign language teachers) which is too large to be directly observed. 
Purposeful selection of the sample was assumed (teachers participating in voice-over 
symposiums), from which the study participants were selected, preserving the random-
ization of the sample selection. Due to a careful, randomised process a group of respon-
dents was selected and questioned. Thus, it can be assumed that their characteristics 
reflect the features and attributes of a wider population of foreign language teachers, 
while carefully constructed questionnaire questions provide data in the same form from 
all the respondents (Babbie, 2013). The choice of the research method was based on 
strong points, namely the fact that surveys are inclusive in the types and numbers of 
variables that can be studied, require low investment to develop and administer, and are 
relatively easy for making generalisations (Bell, 1996). Of course, the fact that surveys 
only provide estimates for the true population, not exact measurements, should be taken 
into consideration (Salant & Dillman, 1994). The survey questionnaire consisted of 26 
standardised questions, 6 of which were metric, while the others concerned the didactic 
and media aspects of the work of foreign language teachers. Questions were formu-
lated to obtain the most accurate assessment possible, following the self-assessment 
methodology used in measuring communication competence (Duran 1983; McCroskey 
& McCroskey, 1998).

This study about the scale of mediation in foreign language education was con-
ducted in March and September-October 2019. It included 380 participants, including 
English and German language teachers employed in various types of schools (primary 
schools, junior high schools, high schools and colleges). The sample size quantitatively 
meets the criteria of survey representation for the entire population of foreign language 
teachers in Poland (there are over 100,000 foreign language teachers in Poland). How-
ever, the selection of the sample makes it impossible to extrapolate the results to the 
entire surveyed population of foreign language teachers in the country. The purposive 
sampling was used, taking into account several criteria. The requirement of a foreign 
language teacher with at least three years of professional experience of work in the field 
of education was applied.

Thus, the lack of a suitable and available size of a sample to be tested violates 
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the quantitative standard of the representation. Although the theoretical sample is not 
randomly selected, individual respondents from that sample can be selected at random 
order so that an approximate effect is achieved. 

The study was conducted during two of the most popular Polish national confer-
ences in the field of teaching methodology (IATEFL Poland Conference – International 
Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language and the National Congress 
of German Language Teachers). It was assumed that the concentration and presence of 
educators at such an event would provide a guaranteed sample group to be surveyed. 
This included a group of teachers representing high involvement in self-education and 
educators focused on improving their methodological skills. It was believed, therefore, 
that this would constitute a specific example for the whole teaching environment, where-
by creating a model of good language teaching practices in Poland.

The distribution of the research sample ensured the diversity of the answers ob-
tained. However the group defined does not constitute a statistical representation of 
the whole foreign language teaching environment: the majority of the respondents were 
women (65.7%), and the respondents’ degrees were as follows: teachers with a Doctor of 
Philosophy degree – 2.2%, teachers with a Master of Arts degree – 86.6%, teachers with 
a Bachelor of Arts degree – 11.2%. Therefore, the possibility of drawing conclusions that 
can be implemented in all foreign language teachers environments is limited.

Table 1. Workplaces of respondents
Type of school Percentage of respondents 
Primary school 37.3% 

Middle school 21.6% 

Secondary school 19.4% 

Higher/tertiary education institution 19.4% 

Other 2.3%

Results

Of the teachers surveyed, an overwhelming majority (97.2%) declared that they use 
various media (both mass media and social media) in their work with students. As could 
be expected, the Internet was the most frequently and intensively used medium – 92.1%. 
It is worth noting that in this context, the Internet is difficult to define, as it has a very 
broad meaning, including websites, published audio-visual materials, information ser-
vices and social media content. Some 80.5% of respondents used traditional materials, 
such as audio and audio-visual materials. However, a most surprising conclusion drawn 
from the study was the declared use of language press by 70.5% of respondents. This 
could be due to the fact that the respondents were not asked about the regularity and 
systematic use of language press but the general use, including incidental ones.

The highest-rated subjects within the assessed parameters of the language press 
were the informative value of articles (72.5%), followed by the ease of obtaining content 
(70%), and finally, the topics presented (65%). According to the respondents, the main 
features affecting the high value of materials derived from the language press were the 
contemporary and current subject matters and the content’s authenticity. These traits 
are indeed an imminent value in language education, which is confirmed by numerous 
studies and recommendations (Aptekin, 1993; Mishan, 2005; Gilmore, 2007). Foreign 
language teachers used the language press as support primarily for their two didactic 
methods in teaching: Natural Language Learning (55% of responses) and Grammati-
cal and Translation method (41.7% of responses). The language press was most rarely 
used within didactic methods such as ‘The SilentWay’ (5%), Whole Body Response meth-
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od (5%), Suggestopedia (6.7%) and the CLL method – Community Language Learning 
(11.7%).

The most frequently used language magazines published in Poland are English lan-
guage learning magazines. This is not only a result of the popularity and usefulness 
of this language, but it also derives from the specifics of the organisation of language 
teaching in the Polish education system. The three most popular magazines are En-
glish Matters, Newsweek Learning English and Business English Magazine, but teachers 
declare their widespread use of foreign-language information and thematic press that 
does not fit into the concept of language magazines. The relatively high communication 
competence level of foreign language teachers in Poland - proved by opinions - refers 
not only to quantitative data illustrating the scale of language press and other media 
categories used in a classroom but also to determine the causes of this phenomenon.

The dominating positive opinions of the sample group, who support the use of the 
press in language education, include the subject matter (76.7%), the availability of Mp3 
files and videos with audio scripts for texts (47.5%), the differentiation of the level of ad-
vancement of articles (43.3%), the innovation beyond the core curriculum (38.3%), and 
the glossaries attached to articles (37.5%). The teachers surveyed stated that they adapt 
the media materials not only to the language level but also to their students’ interests. 
The most frequently used media content concerned ‘lifestyle’ (80%), business (78.3%), 
health (35.8%) and tourism (30.8%). The least eagerly discussed topics included politics 
(6.7%), nature (6.7%) and culture and art (10%).

The sample group of teachers pointed out the usefulness of innovative methods 
and didactic aids used by language press publishers. The main advantage of this form 
of press was viewed as the possibility and ease of copying articles (94.2%). This, they 
felt, enabled independent and group work with the text, translation, and constructing 
descriptive statements and dialogue. Visual materials (58.3%), word lists to download 
in pdf files (57.5%) and QR codes facilitating access to additional materials (50%) were 
also appreciated. Although it might seem that the use of the language press stimulates 
only the ability to read in a foreign language, the sample group also pointed towards oth-
er skills that improved with the use of this tool. This was due to the fact that this medium 
was enriched with additional functions, usually involving cross- or multimedia.

According to the respondents, the language press primarily developed reading 
(96.7%) and listening (55.8%); however, 19.2% of the respondents pointed to the devel-
opment of writing skills and 12.5% – speaking. The respondents emphasised the effec-
tiveness of working with language press at the academic level. As many as 56.7% of 
the respondents believed that this is a tool dedicated towards this level of education 
(including: high school teachers indicated 50%, while primary school teachers were the 
least correlated with the possibilities of using language press).

The key arguments of the respondents in favour of using language magazines in-
cluded:
 - Elements in the language press that facilitated the self-studying process (glossaries, 

mp3 files, extra gadgets).
 - Easy access to the language press, as the foreign language press is easily and com-

mercially available in both retail and online locations.
 - Low price in comparison with textbooks or other language books – language maga-

zines do not burden the budget of either the teacher or the student.
 - Variety of topics which generate student interest, increasing their motivation to learn. 

At the same time, it was seen as being very important for the teacher to be able to 
choose topics suitable for a given group of students.
 - Authentic language, illustrations, the richness of styles used and development of stu-

dents general knowledge about the world and the countries of a given language area.
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The awareness and knowledge of the press titles, their competitive advantages over 
many other didactic tools, as well as the ability to use them in didactic work, constitute 
evidence of relatively high communication competence and media competence among 
the surveyed teachers. It could also be assumed that this competence could improve 
the effectiveness of the language teaching process and result in better communication 
competence among students. This is an important research challenge - enabling the ver-
ification of such a hypothesis and simultaneously contrasting the results of the obtained 
research with the opinions of students. It would also be worth verifying a cross-exam-
ination of results which observe different teaching methodologies, which include the 
implementation of both language magazines and other teaching methods.

Discussion and conclusions

At present foreign language teachers have many didactic instruments at their dis-
posal; this allows the selection of resources believed to be the most effective in the 
didactic process of foreign language teaching and learning. The teacher, however, is the 
most important ‘instrument’ in all teaching activities. This applies not only to teaching 
of children and adolescents but also to adult learners. Therefore, teachers must have 
a certain set of competences that will allow the achievement of chosen objectives and 
modelling of classes so that they are creative and inspiring. Building a clear communi-
cation model and enforcing the implemented program’s substantive goals (regardless 
of the choice of teaching methods) is equally important. In the core curriculum of the 
Polish education system, particular emphasis in the didactic process is placed primar-
ily on shaping the so-called key competences. This is particularly desirable because of 
their universalism, which combines theoretical knowledge with the practical ability to 
use them based on substantive assumptions related to individual teaching subjects. 
This tendency is complementary to the education systems of the Member States of the 
European Union, based on the guidelines of competent EU bodies in this respect (Łoś & 
Reszka, 2010; 2006/962 / EC).

Appreciation of the didactic potential in the press and other media is proof of the ex-
istence of a field for further developed communication competence in the environment 
of foreign language teachers. This is justified and correct because in both education 
(including language education) and in the sphere of communication competences, the 
same components are indicated, namely: knowledge, skills and motivation. Marcyński 
(2017) even defines these components as essential conditions of communicative com-
petence, and asserts that they should also be treated like that in the area of education.

The obtained research results could confirm, on the one hand, awareness in foreign 
language teachers of the importance of improving their own communication compe-
tence and shaping student competencies in this field. On the other hand, the collected 
evidence of the progressing mediation of language education, not necessarily directed 
exclusively at new media, is a measurable confirmation of the thesis. At the same time, 
these optimistic survey results lead to questions about the reality and truthfulness of 
answers obtained from the respondents. Research based on declarative responses does 
not provide such verification, which is a prompt for the research to be continued. A con-
tinuation in this research thread could include the collection of feedback from pupils 
and students concerning the scale of media usage in the language education that they 
participate in and its perceived effectiveness. The research project in this regard will be 
continued by the authors of the article.

In the context of university education in Poland, the competence framework has 
been developed and operationalised as institutional responses towards concerns for the 
quality of teaching and learning and also to prepare students for changing conditions in 
the labour market, based on international standards (Klein-Collins, 2012; Rasmussen et 
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al., 2017). According to Spady (1994), the growing focus on results and competences in 
education is partly the result of an epochal transition from the age of industrialisation 
to the information age. In this transformation, the complicated, technology-dominated, 
multicultural, ever-changing world demands schools to give much higher learning out-
comes than they used to.

Communication competence primarily refers to teacher competencies (workshop 
and substantive competencies). It also refers to the education process, which depends 
on teacher competence, on the school (as an educational unit), as well as on the ed-
ucational system of a particular country (Gawroński, 2010; Gawroński et al., 2009). In 
education, competence translates into quality (Strykowski, 2003). It seems that the 
communication competencies diagnosed among Polish foreign language teachers have 
a positive impact on didactic effectiveness. Education First (EF) research (https://bit.
ly/2QUli3q; 15/03/2020) demonstrates that Polish people develop linguistically every 
year: in 2016, the EF EPI result for Poland was 61.49; in 2017 it was 62.07, in  2018. - 
62.45 and in 2019 63.76. Current result (2021) places Poland on 13th place among Eu-
ropean countries. This means that Poland has entered the group of countries with a very 
high level of language proficiency. It is difficult to prove a correlation between the medi-
atisation of language education, the degree of communicative competence of language 
teachers and the knowledge of foreign languages in society without conducting relevant 
research in this area. However, the hypothesis about the existing relationship between 
these variables seems justified.
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FROM THERAPY TO 
TECHNOLOGICAL ENHANCEMENT: 
A SOCIO-ETHICAL PERSPECTIVE

Jana Tomašovičová1

Abstract
The classical distinction between the natural and the artificial is gradually losing its original 

sharpness. Biotechnology can be used not only for therapeutic purposes but also to enhance human 
cognitive, emotional, moral, or physical abilities. This article discusses three of the most important 
socio-ethical issues related to the impact of neuroenhancement on individuals and on society. It 
closely examines threats to the principle of autonomy in the case of two selected technologies for 
neuroenhancement: the Brain – Computer Interface and gene technologies applied to the enhance-
ment of other beings. The article also discusses the influence of social pressure on autonomous 
decision-making by individuals and whether social pressure is a sufficient reason for not accepting 
neuroenhancement. Finally, within the context of many concerns about the widening of social in-
equality as the result of the spread of enhancement practices, this article examines whether such 
disparities can be avoided and whether the principle of equal opportunities can be regarded as a 
sufficient criterion of equality. 

Key words: biotechnology, neuroenhancement, individual autonomy, equality and fairness, principle of 
equal opportunities, principle of equality of capabilities

Introduction

Human enhancement by improving our biological dispositions is no longer the dis-
tant vision of the future. With the dynamic development of biotechnologies, deepening 
scientific knowledge has contributed to the discovery of new effective diagnostic and 
therapeutic methods, and it has opened up the possibility of the targeted enhancement 
of physical, cognitive, emotional, and character traits in individuals by means of biotech-
nological interventions in human bodies (Bostrom, 2018, p. 92; Bostrom & Sandberg, 
2009). To meet these goals, use can be made of relatively rapidly established pharma-
cological substances (DeGrazia, 2000; Elliott, 1998; Kramer, 1993), emerging neurotech-
nological methods (Clausen, 2008), and gene-editing technologies (Doudna & Sternberg, 
2017). The dynamics of their development rightly draw attention to the possible conse-
quences of optimization processes on individuals and on society (Talbot & Wolf, 2006). 

The aim of this paper is to explore the expected ethical and social implications 
of neuroenhancement in three selected areas. We will focus on 1. the possible threats 
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to the principle of autonomy in the case of closed-loop Brain-Computer Interface tech-
nology and also gene technologies applied to the enhancement of other beings; 2. the 
increasing social pressure to enhance; and 3. the deepening of social inequality and the 
associated problems of distributive justice. While medical interventions mostly rely on 
the principle of informed consent, whereby serious procedures affecting the body are 
decided upon by the patient, a detailed analysis of neuroenhancement – and in particular 
the impact of selected technologies – reveals the problematic nature of the concept of 
autonomy in such a situation. Is it legitimate to accept neuroenhancement methods if 
they are in conflict with the principle of autonomy? Since neuroenhancement will likely 
increase the cognitive and emotional competence of its users, thereby increasing their 
chances of social advancement, it can be expected that social pressure will increase on 
individuals to undergo neuroenhancement in order to improve their performance. How 
can increasing social pressure affect autonomous decision-making and individual be-
haviour? Is social pressure enough to justify the inadmissibility of neuroenhancement? In 
terms of the expected socio-ethical implications of neuroenhancement, concerns about 
widening social inequalities and the broader context of growing socioeconomic disparity 
cannot be overlooked, especially if neuroenhancement, which will create a competitive 
advantage for those who make use of it, is not readily available to everyone. The ques-
tion is how widening social inequalities can be avoided and whether the principle of the 
equality of opportunity can be considered to be a sufficient criterion for assessing equal-
ity in a given situation. An analysis of these issues – which are among the most debated 
socio-ethical aspects of neuroenhancement – form the core of this article. 2 

Issues of personal autonomy

When contemplating the adherence to and respect for the principle of autonomy, 
bioethical discourse relies on the liberal tradition, which understands autonomy as the 
right of adults to lead their own lives and make important decisions according to their 
own preferences, values, and plans so long as they do not harm others (Mill, 1864 [1859], 
p. 27; Hill, 2004, pp. 178-189). Two aspects are essential in this concept. One is the right 
of the individual to determine their own sovereignty – i.e. without coercion, manipulation, 
or compulsion. The other is recognizing the right to self-determination for others and 
preventing their rights from being undermined. A key question in the present context 
is whether enhancement interventions in the central nervous system can threaten an 
individual’s autonomy. The issue of autonomy in medicine is largely discussed through 
informed consent. This means that, upon the basis of the professional information pro-
vided, an individual decides whether to undergo medical intervention in their body by 
expressing their agreement or disagreement with a proposed intervention. From this 
perspective, the principle of autonomy would not be violated in enhancement interven-
tions if specific procedures are preceded by the informed consent of the person they will 
affect. 

It is worthwhile looking closely at two cases of possible limitations of personal au-
tonomy in relation to the use of two selected neuroenhancement technologies. The first 
case concerns the use of an integrated neuromodulation system (a closed-loop Brain–
Computer Interface) based upon a close symbiosis between a human and a technical 
device which influences the mental performance of that individual as part of their mutual 
interaction with the technology – which can detect the potential electrical activity of the 
brain and process it using algorithms to perform a stimulation. These algorithms work 
by self-learning (machine learning), so they evaluate the situation independently with no 
human assistance (Schulze-Bonhage & Ball, 2009, pp. 38-40). By examining previous 

2 This article builds on several years of research by the present author, and it presents an 
expanded and systematized version of this work. See Tomašovičová (2021a, 2021b).
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data, they then make predictions of future events and propose the extent of stimulation. 
As electrical impulses, their evaluation then has an influence on human decision-making 
and actions. Here, a key question worth asking is whether the autonomy of the individual, 
whose performance would be influenced by a closed-loop neuromodulation system, is 
placed under threat. 

Using this system may be problematic with regard to the principle of autonomy for 
at least two reasons. One reason is that the direct stimulation of selected parts of the 
brain takes place without the involvement of the user’s control mechanism, such as the 
sensory apparatus. This means that electrical signals are sent directly to the brain with-
out the user being aware of this and without them correcting this if necessary (Merkel, 
2019, pp. 75-78). The second reason is that the data analysis, the prediction of events, 
and the subsequent intensity of stimulation are fully within the competence of the con-
trolling technical device, which works automatically upon the basis of self-learning. As 
these analyses and predictions directly affect an individual’s actions, the reasons given 
can be interpreted as a form of interference with the individual’s autonomy, and it is 
necessary to evaluate the use of such a system purely for enhancement purposes; how-
ever, this does not automatically exclude all possible applications. The therapeutic use 
of an integrated neuromodulation system enables patients with epilepsy to prevent the 
onset of seizures and stabilize their condition, and so the benefits of using the device 
may outweigh any potential risks for the patient in terms of the principle of healthcare 
delivery. Patients with severe paralysis benefit from such technology because it often 
provides them with the only possible communication with their surroundings (Nijboer 
et al., 2009, pp. 51-62); however, even with therapeutic use, side effects such as the im-
pairment of a patient’s mental capacity and the development of aggressive behaviour, 
which became clear with the therapeutic use of the older (open-loop) system, need to 
be carefully tracked (Galert, 2016, p. 104). This means that, even in cases of therapeutic 
potential, it is appropriate to continually consider and evaluate, both from a medical and 
an ethical perspective, the benefits and risks associated with the integration of technical 
devices into the human brain; this understandably, applies to respecting the principle of 
autonomy too.

The second case of the limitations of personal autonomy concerns the use of gene 
technology for enhancement purposes; this relates to improving the basic cognitive and 
emotional abilities of future generations, whose parents are seeking the best start in life 
possible for them. Relevant objections have been formulated by several authors, most 
notably Joel Feinberg and Jürgen Habermas, who assert that genetic enhancements 
performed on other beings without their consent violate the principle of autonomy (Fein-
berg, 1980, pp. 124-153; Habermas, 2005 [2001], p. 100). They are an outside intention 
that is written into the genetic information of a living being, which is problematic for 
several reasons. First of all, this cannot be reversed in a simple way, because the change 
takes place at the level of the genes themselves. Secondly, there is a lack of legitimacy 
because the intention is not the result and accepted consensus that emerges from a 
prior communicative agreement with the affected living being (Habermas, 2005 [2001], 
p. 106). Thirdly, it violates the moral requirement of an “end in itself” (Kant, 1906 [1785], 
p. 54) because the being in question becomes an instrument for the fulfilment of the 
visions of others. 

Some scholars challenge these concerns by highlighting the process of upbring-
ing and socialization, where children are shaped according to their parents’ preferenc-
es; while in many cases this limits the children’s freedom, the process is not outrightly 
rejected (Buchanan, Brock, Daniels & Wikler, 2009, pp. 267-295). In the process of so-
cialization, children have the opportunity – even retrospectively – to defy those expecta-
tions of others that they find unacceptable and to choose their own path, but in genetic 
pre-programming this opportunity to reverse the set programme is absent. There is no 
communicative space here to give the other being a chance to say “no” (Habermas, 2005 
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[2001], p. 107). Unsurprisingly, this limitation of personal autonomy is one of the most 
discussed issues in the debate on the acceptability of genetic enhancement for future 
generations – the “designing of children”. 

Nonetheless, as with other technologies, genetic modification requires a more pre-
cise differentiation. For example, in the case of therapeutic gene editing at the somatic 
level to prevent future serious disease, it can be reasonably assumed that the person 
concerned will at least consent to the clinical intervention, thereby reducing any con-
flict with their personal autonomy. Any concerns that the principle of autonomy may be 
compromised are directed at genetic interventions in the germ line, which would affect 
future generations, and which are prohibited by a temporary moratorium and, in several 
countries, even by legislation (Sýkora, 2019). 

Such threats to autonomy because of enhancement interventions show that certain 
technological practices may be questionable with respect to the principle of autonomy. 
These include integrated neuromodulation systems and the primal genetic enhance-
ment of future children. Advocates of neuroenhancement have turned their attention to 
non-invasive neurotechnological methods and pharmacological substances which rely 
on the user’s autonomous decisions, thus avoiding a possible conflict with their autono-
my. Nonetheless, they also predict that the interest in neuroenhancement will likely grow 
as technologies continue to improve. 

The increasing social pressure for enhancement 

Along with the expected spread of neuroenhancement, there has been a rise in con-
cerns within relevant philosophical research in terms of the possible socio-ethical im-
plications that would result from increasing social pressure. These concerns are based 
on an assumption that enhancements in cognitive and emotional skills would create 
capability advantages for users over others competing in the labour market, increasing 
the pressure for higher performance even among those who, for whatever reason, refuse 
these enhancements. It is worthwhile here distinguishing between implicit social pres-
sure, which an individual can freely reject, albeit at the cost of not having an advantage 
in the competition for limited resources (e.g. in the labour market, sport, or science), 
and explicit social pressure as an outright demand for enhancement in order to perform 
better (e.g. in the military). Ultimately, individuals will either accept the risk of the disad-
vantage, or they will have to adapt and undergo enhancement in order to avoid facing 
a lack of opportunity (Galert et al., 2009; Lachenmeier, 2017, pp. 69-108). Nonetheless, 
decision-making under the pressure of social expectations actually limits the space for 
individual self-determination. The question thus arises as to whether social pressure is a 
sufficient reason for the ethical or legal impermissibility of neuroenhancement.

When looking at this matter, it is worthwhile considering whether a decision for 
neuroenhancement is voluntary or involuntary – given that voluntariness is a prerequi-
site for attributing responsibility for an action. Voluntariness is a binary concept in legal 
terms, and it allows an individual to make a decision or to choose from available options 
(Gutmann, 2017, p. 35); however, this does not mean these options must be unlimit-
ed or equivalent. Even a choice between limited and restricted options has a degree of 
voluntariness. Similarly, it does not exclude actions or decisions that are influenced by 
other people; it merely assumes there is the possibility of taking an independent stance 
towards any influence (ibid, p. 35). Social pressure mostly allows an individual to choose 
from options, albeit more narrowly defined or limited ones, and therefore it cannot so 
easily be identified with coercion – which excludes voluntariness (Mona, 2017, p. 57). 
Considering this reasoning, if social pressure for improvement therefore allows an in-
dividual to choose – even from limited options – and it is not coercive, then there is no 
sufficient reason for any normative intervention on enhancement in the form of a prohi-
bition. 
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Examining this argument, however, opens up the following dilemma: social pres-
sure for improvement narrows the space of alternative possibilities and for individual 
self-determination. But trying to eliminate social pressure by prohibiting enhancement 
altogether would also be a restriction of autonomy and the right to self-determination. 
According to Thomas Gutmann, achieving paternalistic protection is only possible at the 
cost of limiting autonomy; therefore, its use to address a situation must be viewed with 
caution (Gutmann, 2017, p. 43).

Deepening social inequality and distributive justice

The social problems associated with cognitive enhancement relate primarily to is-
sues of equality and distributive justice. The starting point for this is based on the as-
sumption that cognitive enhancement will enable its users to grow in competence and 
increase their advantages in competing for job opportunities. Since enhancement (un-
like therapeutic procedures) is not supposed to be covered by public health insurance, 
which is primarily intended to cover the costs of curing and treating diseases, it can be 
assumed that it would not be equally available to everybody. The already disadvantaged 
lower social class would not be able to afford it. Unequal access to enhancement may 
thus lead to an inequality of opportunity, and there are growing concerns about increas-
ing social inequality and the widening of socioeconomic disparities.  

In this context, advocates of cognitive enhancement argue that society already ac-
cepts private education and supplementary courses that only the children of well-off par-
ents can afford. This qualitatively superior type of education significantly expands chil-
dren’s cognitive abilities and improves their initial conditions for employment (Caplan, 
2009, pp. 165-168). Inequality as unequal access to the acquisition of cognitive abilities 
is already present in society; according to Arthur Caplan, there is no fundamental dif-
ference between the “enhancement” acquired through an exclusively private education 
and technical enhancement (2009, p. 167). If we accept the former, despite there being 
unequal access to it, why should we disqualify the latter for the same reason? The pos-
sible disadvantage of the underprivileged is therefore not a reason to prohibit or restrict 
enhancement but is rather a stimulus to correct existing developments and their effects 
on the disadvantaged. 

A mechanism of correction to eliminate initial social inequalities and ensure the 
equality of opportunity was discussed by John Rawls in his theory of justice. This mech-
anism of correction has more recently been adopted by several advocates of enhance-
ment. Rawls dealt primarily with the fair equality of opportunity: “[F]air equality of oppor-
tunity is said to require not merely that public offices and social positions be open in the 
formal sense, but that all should have a fair chance to attain them” (2001, p. 43). This 
means that it is not sufficient to simply formally declare equal rights to education and to 
social positions; it is necessary to also ensure fair accessibility to them. Factors affect-
ing equality of opportunity, and which enter the game as its preconditions, must also be 
considered. According to Rawls, these factors are mainly social and natural. This con-
cerns the social origins and status of the families into which people are born and which 
they grow up in alongside the biological preconditions manifested in the diversity of their 
talents and physical qualities (Rawls, 2001, p. 55). Rawls considers these factors to be 
morally arbitrary because no individual has personally contributed to them.3 Even in a 
well-ordered society, they tend to cause problematic inequalities and cannot be ignored; 
a system of regulations must therefore be established to help eliminate this natural “lot-

3 “Do people really think that they (morally) deserve to be born more gifted than others?” (Raw-
ls, 2001, p. 74). According to Rawls, the distribution of innate ability is undeserved because “moral 
desert always involves some conscientious effort of will, or something intentionally or willingly done” 
(Rawls, 2001, p. 74, footnote 42).
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tery” (Rawls, 2001, p. 56). According to Rawls, it would be unfair if equally or similarly 
talented individuals were less likely to succeed and develop their talents simply because 
they came from inferior social backgrounds. He proposes a system of compensation 
that would ensure an equality of starting conditions in education and employment: “[A]
ssuming that there is a distribution of natural assets, those who are at the same level 
of talent and ability, and have the same willingness to use them, should have the same 
prospects of success regardless of their initial place in the social system” (Rawls, 1999, 
p. 63). For a society to avoid increasing social inequalities, Rawls proposed the introduc-
tion of a system of compensation in the form of equalizing initial opportunities.    

If cognitive enhancement – as a technological or pharmacological change to nat-
ural biological dispositions – enters into this situation of rule setting for the fair func-
tioning of society, it is necessary to take this factor into account as something with a 
real impact on the equality of opportunity; however, the possibility of state support that 
would mitigate unequal access to enhancement, as in the case of equalizing educational 
opportunities, interferes with one pillar of liberal theory – namely, the state’s neutrality 
in relation to different individual and partial conceptions and preferences for a good life. 
Supporting only those goods which are generally necessary for people to develop ade-
quately as members of society and to realize their life ambitions would be compatible 
with neutrality. Rawls defines these as “primary goods”, and he argues they should be 
distributed to one and all (Rawls, 2001, pp. 58-59). 

In response to the newly emerging situation associated with cognitive enhance-
ment – and analogous to Rawls’s idea of “social” primary goods – Allen Buchanan, Dan 
Brock, Norman Daniels, and Daniel Wikler developed the argument that a person’s cog-
nitive abilities can be considered a “natural” primary good because cognitive abilities 
are necessary for the realization of an individual’s ideas and life plan and are import-
ant for successfully implementing almost every life project (Buchanan et al., 2009, pp. 
278-281).4 The loss or lack of such abilities threatens almost all life plans. According to 
Buchanan et al., cognitive abilities are general-purpose means, which are necessary for 
every purpose. Upon this basis, it can be concluded that an appropriately set social pro-
gramme could support the enhancement of cognitive abilities in people who are socially 
disadvantaged. This would regulate and equalize their starting opportunities. Even if one 
accepts Rawls’s assertion that natural biological dispositions are not morally meritori-
ous, as they are not the results of individual endeavour, supporting cognitive enhance-
ment for the less talented can correct the impact of the natural lottery. Once cognitive 
enhancement is launched, the theory of the widening of socioeconomic disparities need 
not be fulfilled. Rather, it could be prevented by supporting the disadvantaged while not 
restricting the privileged (Galert et al., 2009, p. 8). 

Several critical comments must, however, be made about the reasoning outlined 
above. Firstly, there is no getting around the fact that the principle of equal opportunities 
has certain limits. It does not sufficiently consider those people who are unable to grasp 
and take advantage of the equality of opportunity due to various limitations and disabil-
ities that are not of their own making. Disabled, sick, and elderly people are more likely 
to have special needs and demands resulting from various health and biological factors. 
They also require a guarantee of “special opportunities” to lead a valuable and dignified 
life. Despite this, they are not explicitly dealt with in Rawls’s theory of justice, and they are 
not part of compensatory measures. The proposed principle of equality of opportunity, 
thus, does not function as an adequate criterion of equality.

Secondly, the principle of equality of opportunity is unlikely to be a sufficient crite-
rion of equality for those who refuse enhancements for various reasons. The risks of 
their possible discrimination and the potential sources of associated tension in society 
should not be underestimated and left unnoticed. They pose a challenge in the search 

4 Also see Buchanan et al. (2000) and Buchanan (1995).
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for effective tools to regulate possible inequalities caused by cognitive enhancement.  
Thirdly, there is a failure to fully ensure the fair equality of opportunity – even under 

current circumstances, where significant income disparities are tolerated. This increas-
es the chances for certain individuals to socially benefit from their position. Increased 
caution in introducing technical advancements due to the potential risks of widening 
inequality is justified and legitimate given the overall functioning of society. This is not a 
fundamental reason to restrict research in cognitive enhancement; however, it is a good 
reason to carefully examine its possible implications.

The above suggests that a solution to unequal access to enhancement, relying in 
particular on Rawls’s argument and its updated version (Buchanan et al., 2000), could 
be found in the introduction of a system of compensatory measures to even out un-
equal initial social conditions; however, such a proposal does not deal with the situation 
of people who are medically disadvantaged and for whom guaranteeing an equality of 
opportunity is not a sufficient solution due to their increased and legitimate demands 
for dignified functioning. It also leaves the question – whether people from disadvan-
taged social backgrounds – for whom the compensation would be intended – would 
refuse enhancement for various reasons rather than choosing it - open. How can there 
be an assurance that no groups of people would be excluded from fairness and equal-
ity? How can the potential for discrimination be prevented and the preconditions for a 
two-class society be eliminated? Starting from this broader context, equality is a much 
more complex issue and should not be reduced to a simple matter of unequal access to 
enhancement. In the next section, this chapter examines whether a method based on the 
assumption of the diversity of human existence – and which does not aspire to reduce 
or overlook this diversity in any way – is a more appropriate framework for considering 
equality in the context of human enhancement.    

Equality and the capability approach

Given such reservations, all forms of human existence must be considered in set-
ting the rules for a justly functioning society. Reasoning cannot be narrowed – as Rawls 
did – to subjects who are autonomous and rational, and who “under the veil of ignorance” 
(Rawls, 1999, p. 118) can clearly articulate and defend their own interests. The disabled, 
the socially excluded, the sick and elderly, and, soon enough, even the enhanced and 
unenhanced are all legitimate parts of society. Various forms of human existence must 
be taken into account when considering equality and justice. If one was to start from this 
assumption of human diversity, then this results in the insufficiency of the criteria that 
are aimed at ensuring an equality of opportunity or an equality of primary goods; the ca-
pacities to convert these acquired goods into a valuable way of being substantially vary 
for different forms of human existence (Sen, 1980, p. 219). The Indian economist and 
philosopher Amartya Sen was one of the first scientists to draw attention to this when he 
proposed assessing equality in terms of basic human capabilities – i.e. the real possibili-
ties and freedoms of individuals to achieve valuable social functioning (Sen, 1992, p. 40).

Arguing against Rawls’s theory of justice, Sen asserts that the index of primary 
goods is not a sufficient measure of equality. Even though primary goods are conceived 
broadly and inclusively – as they include basic rights and freedoms, opportunities, in-
come, wealth, and the social foundations of self-esteem – Sen states that attention 
should not be placed on the goods themselves. Nonetheless, an essential aspect that is 
absent from Rawls’s approach is the focus on the relationship between goods and peo-
ple. This means observing whether these goods actually enable people to lead worth-
while and dignified lives (Sen, 1980, p. 216). This aspect is important for the reason 
that people are very different (Sen, 1980, p. 219). Given their health, age, intelligence, 
social conditions, and other conversion factors, their ability to use abstract resources to 
achieve realistic opportunities to live and function with dignity and value varies substan-
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tially. The same distribution of resources would be inadequate for people with disabili-
ties who have legitimate increased demands and needs due to their illnesses (Bicken-
bach, 2014, p. 12). Taking into account the forms of human existence, Sen asserts that 
resources and primary goods, on their own, cannot be a sufficient indicator of equality 
and justice. Resources should not be the goal of society’s efforts but rather a means to 
valuable goals. 

The main reason for Sen’s critique of Rawls’s theory of justice was the lack of the 
consideration of human life in its plurality of forms. He obligingly notes that if people 
were so similar, then Rawls’s fair distribution of primary goods – and guaranteeing the 
equality of opportunity – could presumably function as an adequate measure of equality. 
Interpersonal differences, however, are now so significant that overlooking them leads to 
a partially blind morality (Sen, 1980, p. 216). In the context of possible enhancements in 
human cognitive abilities, it is reasonable to assume that these interpersonal differences 
will continue to grow significantly. The question of determining the relevant criterion of 
equality, especially in light of the possible widening of inequalities and differences be-
tween people in the near future, is therefore a fully legitimate one for a justly functioning 
society. 

The question then is: If it turns out that neither the equality of resources or primary 
goods (egalitarianism) nor the equality of opportunity are sufficient criteria for equality 
when considering human diversity, what other (more appropriate) criterion can be con-
sidered? Sen observes that the prerequisite for valuable social functioning – the precon-
dition for a good life for any form of human existence – is its capabilities: i.e. the actual 
possibilities of leading a dignified life. These capabilities represent the real possibilities 
of a human being and the freedom of that individual to do and be what they have a rea-
son to value (Sen, 1980, 1992). These possibilities are created by internal and individual 
preconditions (e.g. health, age, and talent) and external (social, economic, political, and 
environmental) ones alongside other factors. Naturally, the spectrum of capabilities is 
vast; not all of them are equally important, which is why Sen proposes assessing equality 
by taking into account individuals’ basic capabilities. These are capabilities that can be 
considered essential for a dignified life and that enable a person to avoid poverty, depri-
vation, and conditions unworthy of a dignified life (Sen, 1980, 1992).5 The specification 
and particular definition of these basic capabilities should be decided by each society or 
culture as an open public discourse. This would indicate what a society considers to be 
the conditions for achieving a worthy and dignified life. Sen does not create a universal 
“theory” of justice as such but rather identifies a conceptual framework that allows for 
the assessment of the extent of human inequalities, poverty, and deprivation in real time 
and space, and which proposes specific social measures to eradicate them. This frame-
work is defined by two poles: capabilities and function (meaning the real fulfilment of the 
capabilities). When assessing equality, the focus is on core capabilities. Out of a set of 
capabilities, what an individual undertakes and accomplishes is the result of their own 
free choice (Sen, 1992, p. 49).6

Unlike Sen, the philosopher Martha Nussbaum has tried to directly identify a list of 
ten central human capabilities she considers to be constitutive of a dignified human life 

5 Giorgio Agamben also draws attention to the need for increased caution in assessing hu-
man life. This cautionary note is important so that the mistakes of the past are not repeated and so 
society does not slip back into distinguishing between those lives that are worthy of living and those 
that are not (Agamben, 1998).
6 The United Nations Development Programme has used a capability-based approach in the 
design of its annual Human Development Reports. This approach provided a broader framework for 
assessment, emphasizing the expansion of human opportunities and freedoms in achieving worth-
while goals, thus providing a balance to narrowly defined economic indicators (Robeyns, 2006, p. 
351). For a more detailed discussion on the multiple dimensions of human development, see Alkire 
(2002, pp. 181-205).
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and which she presents as a sufficient means of measuring social justice. Nussbaum re-
fers to the dignity of life in terms of Aristotle’s concept of the good life (“human flourish-
ing”). This means that humans are guaranteed certain basic conditions for survival and 
dignified living. These conditions, termed by Nussbaum as “central capabilities”, are so 
essential that without them human life would be impoverished (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 31). 
These central capacities must be seen as mutually irreplaceable. They are all equally im-
portant, and one cannot be a substitute for another. According to Nussbaum, these are: 
“life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, imagination, and thought; emotions; practical 
reason; affiliation (interpersonal association and the social bases of self-respect); other 
species; play; [and] control over one’s environment (political and material)” (Nussbaum, 
2011, pp. 33-34). They are deliberately formulated in an abstract way to make it clear that 
a basic normative framework for a decent and just society is necessary; this framework 
must also remain flexible and open for possible additions, further specifications, and 
revisions based upon cultural particularities and social consensus.7 The essential con-
sideration is that the list provides a philosophical basis for a just society which should 
at least guarantee its citizens a threshold level of each capability through constitutional 
means (Nussbaum, 2006, p. 71). Given that these central capabilities are necessary con-
ditions for a dignified life, Nussbaum asserts that they can therefore be interpreted as 
basic claims made by humans in relation to the state; they form a partial and minimal 
account of social justice (2006, p. 71).  

The above analysis shows why the state should guarantee such necessities to its 
citizens. Nussbaum’s argument is the principle of the dignity of every member of society. 
The principle of dignity – expanded by the Aristotelian dimension of the practical capa-
bility to lead a worthwhile life – requires that every person should be guaranteed a set 
of basic entitlements necessary for social functioning. At the same time, the capability 
approach implies that equality cannot be linked only to the equality of resources and 
primary goods, or to the equality of opportunity. Neither the equality of resources nor the 
equality of opportunity can guarantee a valuable way of being and social functioning for 
everyone. A more differentiated approach in assessing equality is needed to make sure 
none of the aspects of human diversity are omitted. 

In the context of human enhancement and the ongoing debate on the social impli-
cations of this phenomenon, the question of how a capability approach can contribute 
to this debate arises. This is even considering the fact that this deals with which funda-
mental pillars of society should be preserved and which should be rethought and rebuilt. 
In the context of human enhancement and its possible consequences for individuals 
and society, the capability approach is a more differentiated conceptual framework than 
Rawls’s theory of justice and it lets previous considerations be extended for at least two 
reasons. Firstly, it considers human life in its various forms, and it creates the right con-
ditions for eliminating diverse forms of discrimination and social exclusion; this refers 
to current forms as well as those that may arise in the near future, particularly in relation 
to unenhanced people. If a capability approach emphasizes the provision of basic capa-
bilities in terms of fundamental legal rights for every member of society, it can reason-
ably be assumed that this will help to create and cultivate a social environment that is 
suitable for any form of human existence, and which removes elements of the potential 
discrimination or stigmatization of the most vulnerable groups.       

Secondly, in the context of human enhancement, it is expected that demands will in-
crease in society to recognize new and enhanced transhuman and posthuman life forms. 
Given the perspective of Rawls’s theory of justice – where primary involvement was by 

7 Johann Roduit, Jan-Christoph Heilinger, and Holger Baumann examine the possibility of 
using central capabilities as a basic referential framework for guiding human enhancement (2015, 
pp. 622-630). Such an interpretation of central capabilities is questioned by Ivars Neiders (2019, pp. 
85-102).
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autonomous and rational subjects in the compilation of the conditions of society’s func-
tioning and the formulation of the criteria of coexistence based upon their own prefer-
ences and interests – it may be somewhat problematic for these subjects to accept and 
recognize the equality of different and enhanced beings in a society. This is problematic 
in the same way when incorporating the disabled and sick into Rawls’s principles of jus-
tice. Still, if one looks at this situation from a capability approach, which respects human 
diversity at the outset, then it can be assumed that it will also provide enough room for 
the expansion and recognition of new kinds of equality. The coexistence of enhanced 
and unenhanced forms of life is likely to be one of the key issues for society in the near 
future. Sen’s and Nussbaum’s emphasis on diversity very much corresponds with the 
vision of the transhumanist Nick Bostrom, who argues that different types of existence 
with different enhancements will coexist side by side in the near future (Bostrom, 2009, 
2018). According to Bostrom, the existence of different forms within a society does not 
automatically imply the breakdown of society, or slavery, but rather the need for a more 
intensive search for effective social solutions regarding the newly emerging conditioning 
factors (Bostrom, 2018, p. 97). As contemporary society is struggling to find and apply 
effective protective and regulatory mechanisms to redress inequalities, society will face 
a similar task. Meanwhile, the capability approach has enough potential to function as 
a conceptual framework, even within a new configuration of social relations in which 
social measures will be set up to prevent deprivation, respect diversity, and provide min-
imum basic capabilities to all forms of existence.

Conclusion

Current developments in neuroenhancement show that increasing knowledge in 
fields of neuroscience and neurotechnology lets us uncover and describe the basic pro-
cesses of the human brain and change them. Within this discourse, it is important for the 
focus to be on the research itself and on the early identification of possible negative or 
controversial impacts on individuals and on society. An examination of the socio-ethical 
implications of neuroenhancement shows that the limitation of the principle of autono-
my becomes problematic in the case of the use of a closed-loop neuromodulation sys-
tem and when gene technology is applied to enhance the abilities of other beings. Taking 
the expected widening of social inequalities into account, the question of setting a prop-
er criterion for assessing equality remains an open one because, as the above analysis 
points out, the principle of equality of opportunity does not sufficiently consider the full 
extent of human diversity. A capability-focused approach seems to be a more appropri-
ate framework for thinking about equality for at least two reasons. Its first consideration 
of the diversity of human existence creates the right preconditions for eliminating vari-
ous forms of discrimination and stigmatization of vulnerable groups in society, including 
those who, for various reasons – even reasonable ones – will refuse to be enhanced. It 
also creates the right conditions to recognize new forms of equality, which will likely be 
a key social issue in the near future. 

The presented findings, in this chapter, confirm that contemporary bioscientific 
knowledge is playing a significant role in shaping societal development. It changes the 
nature of society, influencing its social and political mechanisms, and therefore, it is nec-
essary to shine a light on the changes in values and social practices this new knowledge 
brings. It is important, that the assessment of the potential ethical and social implica-
tions of such a complex phenomenon as neuroenhancement becomes a part of discus-
sion about medical risks and that this debate is continued.
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