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Abstract 

In the media landscape a relevant object of study has been the transformation of the audience 

from passive recipients to active contributors. Concerning digital journalism, different platforms have 

increasingly involved these increased forms of participation. This has resulted in the rise of participatory 

journalism. Participatory journalism platforms integrate User-Generated content created independently 

by users and accommodated on mainstream news outlets. This research investigates this process and 

examines the extent to which user participation is afforded – or constrained – on GuardianWitness, an 

example of participatory journalism in mainstream news outlets. An affordance analysis has been 

carried out. Analyzing affordances let us consider the digital artefact in terms of the actions it makes 

possible. More concretely, affordance analysis can provide insights to improve the experience of the 

user on a digital artefact. In order to investigate affordances on GuardianWitness, several steps have 

been made. First, an overview on the state of research on participatory journalism and on affordance 

theory has been made. Second, affordances influencing user participation on GuardianWitness have 

been selected and investigated. It has been found out that no research has been carried out applying 

affordance theory to participatory journalism platform. This study aims at filling this gap. By 

understanding how affordances work, it is possible to evaluate the platform and draw a conclusion about 

the extent of user participation. It has been concluded that the extent of user participation on 

GuardianWitness is rather limited by its affordances. Therefore, this study draws several suggestions 

that might increase user participation on the platform. By implementing these suggestions, users might 

be more willing to actively engage. Moreover, most researches have dealt with the traditional 

conceptualization of affordance, regarding mostly physical objects, rather than digital. Therefore, this 

study is innovative as it shows the value of applying affordance theory to a digital artefact in order to 

answer specific questions concerning its use and features.   
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1. Introduction and academic relevance 

It is sufficient to search for stats about User-Generated content to get a hint about the undeniable 

impact that User-Generated content (UGC) is increasingly exercing on the Web. Just consider that 

more than 120 million people have produced UGC so far. The great amount of UGC appears in 

different areas, such as brand marketing, sales, social media and production of news. These data 

elucidate the increasing demand from the users to actively participate on the Web. This participation 

has been enabled by the development and implementation of new technologies that, operating 

through affordances, are able to provide users with a higher extent of participation. Therefore, it can 

be affirmed that these technologies - and implicitly their affordances - are one of the most important 

drivers of change in user participation. Recently, this transformation concerning user participation 

has often been object of discussion in media studies, mostly in terms of user empowerment 

(Dahlreen, 2006; Deuze, 2004; Domingo et Al., 2005; Hermida & Thurman, 2008). It has mostly 

been analyzed how users have been given more space to share their own content and express their 

opinion. This is surely an innovative aspect of the Web. However, only little attention has been paid 

to what is actual afforded to users. Forms and extents of user participation differ from platform to 

platform. This participation ranges from being free from rules and uncontrolled to be highly 

regulated and restrained due to political and ideological choices. It is therefore interesting to observe 

not only how user participation is enabled but also how it is constrained. This is the perspective and 

focus that has been adopted in this research. 

This study deals in particular with user participation in participatory journalism. More 

specifically, it examines the extent to which affordances enable or constrain user participation on 

GuardianWitness, an example of participatory journalism. On platforms of participatory journalism, 

born when journalism started to open its door to the participation of non-professional actors (Rutigliano, 

2008: 4), users display amateur content. The participation and contribution of those actors is shaped by 

affordances. The role of affordances on digital artefacts is so important that it has been discussed in the 

media literature as driver of change. An example is the ongoing debate about how Facebook Live 

Stream is affecting the way users participate in journalism1. 

These new affordances have been incorporated to an extent by the GuardianWitness platform. 

GuardianWitness is a platform of interest as it shows various ways in which affordances and user 

participation are enabled and restrained in a contemporary new media context. This research represents 

a useful contribution to the existing literature on different levels, concerning the debates around 

participatory journalism and affordance theory.  

                                           
1 Bajak, 2016: What Does Facebook Live Mean for journalism? Available at 

http://mediashift.org/2016/07/facebook-live-mean-journalism/ 
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First, this study represents a relevant contribution to the research on journalism. Many scholars 

(Reid, 2014; Sawers, 2013; Davison, 2013; Macmillan, 2013) have researched the various processes of 

transformation in journalism. However, there has been little academic investigation into the 

phenomenon of participatory journalism. Most academic research focuses, instead, on citizen 

journalism which does not necessarily require an interaction between professional new media news 

outlets and users. This focus is likely to be due to the fact that there are only few examples of 

participatory journalism, while citizen journalism platforms abound. Moreover, citizen journalism 

might have been considered to be more innovative and revolutionary as it has given users a high degree 

of freedom of speech in participating in the news-making process. Those who have studied participatory 

journalism have mostly focused on the definition and representation of participatory journalism has 

been studied (Lasica, 2003; Neheli, 2011), its cultural value in the media (Domingo et Al., 2008), or its 

development in specific geographical areas (Suau & Masip, 2014). However, the approach has always 

been quite theoretical and speculative, investigating more on the nature, mechanisms and limits of 

participatory journalism rather than on concrete examples. This research is relevant as it dives into a 

concrete example of participatory journalism and explores how theories are concretely applied to it. It 

is interesting to study the extent of user participation in order to raise debates about what it is actually 

enabled or restrained. In particular in this period of time, during which user empowerment is a topic of 

major concern in media literature. 

Second, this study is academically important concerning the state of research on affordance 

theory. Contrarily to participatory journalism, affordance theory has been a broadly discussed concept 

among academics. However, most research has dealt with the traditional conceptualization of 

affordance. Conceived in the early 80s, it regards physical objects, rather than digital. Pioneers of this 

theory were Gibson (1979) and Norman (1988). The few times affordances have been analyzed as 

applied to digital artefacts, it has been done exclusively on a design level, for example regarding mobile 

applications (Raudaskoski, 2003), embedded interfaces (Istan, 2013), or UX design (Borowska, 2015). 

None of these authors have investigated affordances applied to a digital artefact from a media studies 

perspective. Therefore, this study is innovative as it shows the value of examining affordance theory of 

digital artefacts under the light of the literature and debates around new media studies rather than 

employing a design studies perspective. However, it is necessary to clarify that the design of the 

interface has been the first object of study as it functions through affordances, whose analysis has been 

vital to understand user participation.  

The platform GuardianWitness has been chosen because of several reasons. It is an interesting 

case of participatory journalism as it is part of The Guardian, one of the six most popular newspaper 

globally and as it has already been created few years ago, therefore it is not a brand new platform. This 

aspect allows the analysis to focus on the development of The Guardian. Moreover, differently from 

similar case studies such as Have Your Say, iReport and OhMyNews, no previous academic research 



India Flora Mazzei 

New Media & Digital Culture MA Thesis 

 

6 

 

has ever analyzed GuardianWitness. Therefore, my sources of information concerning this platform 

have been journalistic articles or blog entries. Finally, it is relevant as it presents a peculiar extent of 

user participation, that will be later explained. However, the structure and method of this study can be 

applied as well to other similar platforms of participatory journalism. 

Even though this study focuses on the interaction between media outlets, affordances and user 

participation, it does not suggest that other topics discussed within media studies, such as gatekeeping, 

mainstream media, or affordances used to control message and ideology do not deserve critical 

considerations. This paper aims at being complementary to these studies.  



India Flora Mazzei 

New Media & Digital Culture MA Thesis 

 

7 

 

2. Theoretical framework 

In order to structure the research and give basic insights, a theoretical overview has been 

considered necessary. First, into the origins of participatory journalism and its position within the 

ongoing debates of media studies about user participation. Second, into the meaning of affordance 

theory and its application to new media studies. The latter analysis is useful to understand how 

affordances, originally conceived for physical objects, can be investigated when applied to digital 

artefacts. 

 

2.1 Debates within media literature: from traditional journalism to participatory journalism 

Since the second half of the 20th century, the rise of new technologies has deeply influenced 

and shaped the media landscape. Most of these technologies have transformed the relationship 

between the producer and the consumer of content. These transformations have consequently had 

a relevant impact on the perception and behaviour of the audience, the consumer of this content. 

Becoming the processes of production, distribution and circulation much easier, the engagement of 

the audience has been transformed. The audience has turned from being passive consumers to much 

more active users (Jenkins, 2006: 136). Encouraged by this bottom-up energy, this process has been 

defined by Jenkins (2006: 136) as participatory culture. The new technologies enable users to create 

and distribute their content in an easy way and broad scale (Delwiche & Henderson, 2013: 9). Even 

though they provide non-professional content, they are often considered as reliable – sometimes 

even more – as professional producers of knowledge and information, as they usually have no 

strings attached to political or financial interests. Contrarily, users often create and spread content 

in order to raise the voice against mainstream media (Hallvard, 2009: 2). This has been exemplified 

by the use of social media during the Arab Spring. These new forms of participation have forced 

media production agencies to rethink their approach and strategies: they have had to conform to 

the collective desire of audience participation and to the more complex and decentralized media 

landscape. However, in order to avoid their power to be eroded, these agencies have had to set 

limits and barriers to user engagement. They have done so in various way, for example filtering the 

content published on their platform or limiting, through affordances, the range of possible actions 

that could have boosted user active participation (Croteau, 2006: 343). Despite these barriers, a 

participatory culture has been developing, focusing around user agency and the increasing demand 

from individuals to participate to the shaping of the media culture. This tension around power, 

freedom and participation between media agencies and the audience has characterized different 

fields of knowledge, such as e-commerce, social media, mobile media and published media. 

Among published media, journalism has been the one affected the most. The rise and spread of 
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new technologies have progressively brought scholars to raise several critiques to traditional 

journalism. Being often considered as too old, dysfunctional and centralized, journalism has 

recently witnessed a drop in its value. In the past few years, the total revenues for advertising on 

newspapers was reported to have dropped 44 percent (Barthel, 2016: 1), and according to The Guardian 

(2015), national daily newspapers in the UK ‘lost half a million in average daily sales’ over the past 

years. The Guardian itself recorded a year-on-year sales fall of 9.5% over one year (Barthel, 2016: 1). 

These negative data are likely to be due to the mismatch between the status of traditional journalism 

and the desire of the audience. On one hand, most professional journalists have not considered citizens 

able to provide the news platforms with vibrant, trustworthy and heterogeneous content (Wall, 2012: 

6). On the other hand, users have been feeling an increasing desire of participating with their own 

content.  Over the past 25 years, new mass media technologies have developed this idea (Pantti & 

Bakker, 2009: 485). Several forms of journalism – grass-root, participatory, citizen, advocacy 

journalism – have emerged and brought to the increase of audience participation in the creation and 

dissemination of news content, proposing innovative alternatives (Pantti & Bakker, 2009: 485). 

Participatory journalism, in particular, has gained a relevant role in the shaping of the news.  It is 

defined as the news content published by non-professional users on mainstream news sites. However, 

this content does not benefit from complete freedom, but it is often monitored by the editorial team, that 

still keeps a certain level of gatekeeping, thus supervision on User-Generated content (Rutigliano, 2008: 

4). 

Having its roots in the public journalism movement in the 90s, participatory journalism has taken 

time to settle down. Its early adopters were Have Your Say by BBC in 2005 and iReport by CNN in 

2006 (Wall, 2012: 6).  

Have Your Say by BBC (BBC, 2006) was originally born as a television program broadcasted 

weekly. In 2008 it left the TV to become a section of the BBC News website (Moretzsohn, 2006: 3). 

As on GuardianWitness, the editorial team keeps a high level of control, defined as ‘gatekeeping’, on 

User-Generated content, that must respect rules and be approved by moderators. However, users have 

complained that it lacks of specificity and structure, as there is neither focus on the communities nor 

control on off-topic content. GuardianWitness has, instead, more control on the quality of contributions, 

as they need to pass through a pre-moderation process before being published. Moreover, Have Your 

Say is said to lack accountability, as moderators are often anonymous or under pseudonymous 

(Horrocks, 2008: 1). On GuardianWitness, instead, journalists moderating User-Generated content 

always display their name and surname and their profile is visible to users. Possibly because of all the 

critiques that the platform has received, Have Your Say appears unpopular. Every day it gets an average 

of 10,000 e-mails. As 5 million people visit the BBC News website every day, it means that only 1% 

of those are really active (Horrocks, 2008: 1). 
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Another popular mainstream news outlet enabling participation of the audience is iReport by 

CNN. On this platform, users can vote for the best content about different assignments that vary from 

entertainment, weather, tech and science to creative and free projects. GuardianWitness has a similar 

approach, displaying and asking users for contribution about the hot topics on the news agenda. 

However, iReport differs from GuardianWitness as the content uploaded by the users is unfiltered and 

does not undergo a process of moderation by the editorial team. The most relevant and qualified content, 

which is given prominent place by users’ reactions, might pass through the gatekeeping process and be 

incorporated by the editorial team in actual news published on CNN, such as on GuardianWitness 

(Yildirim et Al., 2013).  

However, the most debated case has been OhMyNews, more an example of citizen journalism 

rather than participatory journalism. Investigated by Moretzsohn (2006), OhMyNews, a Korean 

newspaper, has been founded with the explicit aim of reforming and challenging traditional Korean new 

media sites. Even though it states that every citizen can be a reporter, a strict code of norms controls the 

submissions. Users have the whole legal responsibility of their content, must identify themselves, use 

only legal methods – no hidden cameras or voice recorders allowed – and inform the people involved 

about their goals and intentions (Moretzsohn, 2006: 4). These rules, according to Engesser (2014: 576), 

make OhMyNews not a revolution in media but a marketing strategy. OhMyNews is similar to 

GuardianWitness as it implies an editorial team monitoring the user participation, but it differs as it 

endorses a political ideology.  

In April 2013, in collaboration with Everything Everywhere, the UK’s first 4g mobile network, 

GuardianWitness was launched as a new independent digital platform. Recently converted into a section 

of The Guardian, it encourages the audience to actively capture and submit their own content in real 

time (Indvik, 2013: 1)2. The quality of the material uploaded on the platform by users is monitored by 

the editorial team. GuardianWitness allows anyone – with a registered account – from anywhere, to 

submit content. Users can upload different types of material – pictures, videos or text. Videos submitted 

by users also appear on the GuardianWitness YouTube channel. Some contributions are selected by the 

editorial team to feature on the Guardian site, enabling an ever higher extent of user participation to the 

news agenda.  

 

 

                                           
2 Guardian.co.uk is the sixth largest newspaper website in the world, after Reddit, CNN, NY times, 

Huffington Post and Yahoo News (Wpp, 2013). First published in 1821 as Manchester Guardian following the 

closure of Manchester Observer supported by radical workers, it now includes The Observer and The Guardian 

Weely. Started as a British national daily newspaper, it has now also Australian and US version (The Guardian, 

2015).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manchester_Observer
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2.2 Affordance theory in new media studies 

Affordances have been the primary object of study as they allow evaluating the features, 

mechanisms and limits of a platform. In this case affordances influencing the extent user participation 

have been selected. 

Analyzing affordances is therefore of importance as it helps to understand the range of 

possibilities offered by the platform (McGrenere & Ho, 2000: 180). In this research, the goal is to 

understand how affordances enable – or repress – user participation. I have considered the platform, the 

technologies behind it and the users in terms of actions and possibility of interaction. This strategy has 

allowed me to consider technologies and users not as separate entities, but as interacting ones.  

2.2.1 Origins and development of affordance theory 

The word affordance, coined by the perceptual psychologist J.J. Gibson as significant part of his 

theory on ecological psychology, refers to the ‘relations and properties between the world and an actor’ 

(Gibson, 1979: ch8, 1). Affordances exist naturally even though they can also be invisible and they 

consist in what the environment offers the actor, but also how the actor perceives it. Therefore, 

environment and actors are complementary subjects. Affordances are useful to the actors because they 

enable a particular behavior. Gibson (1979: ch8, 1) takes as an example a flat horizontal surface that 

affords to support an animal. Without this property the animal would not stand. An important aspect 

about affordances is that they are neither objective nor subjective: they go beyond this dichotomy as 

they depend both on the environment and on the behavior of the actor, being ‘physical and psychical’ 

at the same time. The animal can stand on the surface because it has legs that afford it. 

As Norman (1999: 38) first realized, it is possible to apply the concept of affordances not only to 

physical objects, but also to digital artefacts. However, it was Gaver (1991) who published the first 

paper about affordances. Affordances work on the interface of a digital artefact. The interface is ‘the 

information that specifies the affordance’ (McGrenere & Ho, 2000: 181). When affordance theory was 

first applied to digital artefacts, it improved the efficiency of the relationship between the user and the 

object (Kaptelinin, 2016: 1). 

Websites and interfaces are complex artefacts that connect different social and cultural practices 

and afford several actions (Raudaskoski, 2003: 5). However, the possible actions are limited to a two-

dimensional computer screen that does not give the user any physical clue on the possible action, relying 

only on visual clues. This clue, if not understood, fails (Borowska, 2015: 3). This means that every time 

the user interacts with a computer, he/she becomes interdependent with the artefact and the technologies 

that regulate it.  
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2.2.2 Different classifications of affordances 

Norman (1999: 40), structures affordances in two categories: perceived affordances and real 

affordances, which play a different role on physical and digital artefacts. While they co-exist in material 

objects, on digital objects it is possible to control only the perceived affordances. For example, in a non-

touch computer, it is a real affordance having a cursor that allows certain action by using it. Changing 

the shape of the cursor, even though it has also an influence on the understandability of a system, is a 

perceived affordance. This is due to the fact that, whatever the shape of the cursor, it is more important 

that the user understands that, clicking on an object with the cursor, it will lead to an expected action. 

Therefore, even though the cursor is visual information, affordances do not have to be always 

necessarily visible. These two types of affordances, even though strictly connected, can be managed 

independently from one another (Norman, 1999: 40). In this research only perceived affordances have 

been analyzed. 

Graver (1991: 83) conceives a similar distinction, labeling affordances as perceptible, hidden or 

false depending on their perceptual information. If the perceptual information is visible and clear to the 

user, the affordance is defined as perceptible. If the information is not so not so obvious (i.e. a PDF 

document that can not be underlined as in read-only copy), the affordance is hidden. If the information 

suggests a nonexistent action, it is false. An example is a button that can not be clicked.  

 

Figure 1 Classification of affordances conceived by Graver. 

 

The research will focus exclusively on perceptible affordances. One example of perceptible 

affordance on GuardianWitness is the look of an assignment when the mouse passes over it: the title 

becomes underlined and the icons on the bottom get darker.  
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Figure 2 Visualization of the assignment with and without hover over. 

 

Following these theories, Norman (1999: 42) conceptualized a model according to which a novel 

device has three major dimensions, intertwined: conceptual models, constraints, and affordances. In 

his book The psychology of everyday things, Norman (1999) applies the idea of affordances to artefacts 

and their design, and it had so much appeal that it has shaped the way we understand the design of 

information technology and human computer interaction (Raudaskoski, 2003: 5).  

While the conceptual model is simply the hard part of an artefact, constraints can have three 

different forms: physical, logical and cultural. Constraints enable or disable activities. Constraints alter 

over time, they are not voluntary and they require agents who practice and adopt them. As it takes time 

to adopt, it also takes time to get rid of them (Norman, 1999: 42). Physical constraints are, for example, 

the screen location of a material object that limits the cursor to physically make some actions impossible 

such as functioning outside the screen (Norman, 1999: 42). Logical constraints select the options by 

reasoning. For example, every user knows that, in order to see the rest of a page, it is necessary to scroll 

down. Users deduce these constraints by looking at the design of the artefacts, but they can also ignore 

them, making navigation still possible but harder. Cultural constraints are based on a cultural learned 

convention within a group, such as the scroll bar situate on the right hand side of the screen, not required 

but arbitrary (Norman, 1999: 42). For the perspective adopted in this study, it will mainly focus on 

logical constraints. 

An affordance of an object, such as the climbability of stairways, refers to characteristics of not 

only the object but also of the actor, as the person realizes the affordance by climbing the stairs. In 

digital artefacts it works the same, as it supposes the interaction between the technology and the user. 

Therefore, ‘the interaction of a digital artefact with a human system determines its affordances’ (Graver, 
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1991: 83). Affordances make possible some actions when a user behave in certain ways. Whether an 

icon can be clicked depends on the capability of the user of understanding that a certain action will 

follow. If this action matches with the expectation of the user, the artefact is easy to use.  

On the contrary, if nothing happens, the user will be disappointed as apparent affordances imply 

different actions than expected. Even though affordances are properties that are strictly interrelated with 

the being interacting with them, they are independent of perception. This means that they exist no matter 

if there is a perceiver. For example, a tablet affords to be touched whether or not the user is there to 

touch it. However, to work properly, affordances need to be perceived 

2.2.3 Selected affordances 

In this research, three affordances have been selected: comprehensibility, communicability and 

accountability, connected to anonymity. 

As far as comprehensibility is concerned, it has been analyzed the extent to which the interface 

is self-explanatory. It depends on how the interface conveys its functionalities to then user. It means 

that users understand, using only intuition, the meaning, nature and mechanisms of the platform without 

additional information than the ones already embedded in the interface (Raudaskoski, 2003: 6). 

Comprehensibility refers to sense-making: the interface must be coherent in order to enable the user to 

use this coherence for further action (Boje et Al. 2011: 162). Comprehensibility depends on the degree 

of efficiency of the interface, connected to the degree of learnability. If the platform is easy to learn, 

then it will be easy to comprehend. Consequently, it will be more likely to attract user participation 

(Boje et Al. 2011: 162).  

 

Figure 3 Framework for design principles. 

 

A message is understood by the receiver not only depending on the sign itself but also on the 

context. Comprehensibility is influenced by the surroundings, personality of the receiver, background. 

The same symbol can have different meanings for different receiver. 
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On the degree of comprehensibility, communicability plays an important role. If communication 

on a platform works well, then it will be easier to comprehend. Communicability is the keystone of 

every interaction between human beings and technological objects. Communicability is connected to 

efficiency. User should be able to perform actions easily and quickly. A design should not require more 

work than necessary (Mashaw, 2006: 116). Moreover, communicability is linked to simplicity: if 

actions are simple to understand, the user will be more willing to perform them. However, excessively 

simple interfaces discourage the users to navigate (Heim, 2008). In this research communicability 

concerns the extent to which users are afforded to communicate not only among each other but also to 

the editorial staff (Chemero, 2003: 190). 

If communicability works well on a platform, it is likely that also its accountability will be 

successful. Accountability refers to the transparency of the interface. Accountability is a relational 

concept according to which an actor has to give some account to another actor. It is the obligation of 

accepting responsibilities. However, it is often difficult to make clear through what processes 

accountability should be assured and by which criteria (Mashaw, 2006: 116). Accountability does not 

emerge spontaneously but it encourages users to navigate more through the platform. Accountability 

depends on transparency and explicitness, achieved by displaying responsibility processes, providing 

detailed information, avoiding ambiguity and including contextual information (Offenhuber, 2016: 1). 

Anonymity plays an important role on accountability. Anonymity is afforded on two levels. The 

first one concerns anonymity granted to user. Users contribute anonymously, meaning that they hide 

personal information. In this way, they protect their privacy and are encouraged to give opinions about 

sensitive topics they do not want to be associated with. However, anonymity puts in risk accountability 

as these users, not displaying their identity, do not give account to anyone. Other user might not trust 

the veridicity and autenticity of the anonymous contribution. The other level of anonymity concerns the 

editorial team. The gatekeeping process and the control on user participation and contribution might be 

done anonymously. Journalists are not forced to give details about the mechanisms that rule nor 

motivations that support their decisions. This grants the editorial team more freedom in managing the 

platform. However, it decreases transparency and accountability I will analyze how anonymity is 

performed on the platform. 
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3. Research question 

The key issues that will be discussed are formulating as following: 

 How do affordances of the GuardianWitness platform enable or repress user participation?  

The affordances selected were done so on the basis of their relevance to participatory journalism 

study. Their implementation will be further discussed in the methodology. The main research question 

will therefore be followed and structured by several sub-questions regarding the affordances selected. 

 How does the affordance of comprehensibility influence the extent of user participation on 

GuardianWitness? 

 How is communicability characterized in relation to user participation on GuardianWitness? 

 How do accountability and anonymity affect user participation on GuardianWitness? 
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4. Methodology 

In this research, user participation on GuardianWitness has been analyzed investigating selected 

affordances. The functions, meaning and limitations of certain affordances have been investigated, such 

as comprehensibility, communicability, accountability and anonymity. I have chosen these affordances 

as they are the most concerned with user participation. Their specificity will be explained in the next 

paragraph. It has been decided to carry out the research employing mainly a design approach as the 

focus has been on understanding on the interface whether affordances enable – or disable – user 

participation by stimulating or discouraging certain behaviors on the platform. Therefore, there was no 

alternative to study affordances but from a design perspective. However, not only the theory about 

affordances but also the results and discussion following this analysis have been considered within 

media studies. 

 

4.1 Affordances on digital artefacts 

This chapter outlines why determinate affordances have been selected and how they are 

concerned with user participation. I have extracted the affordances by observing the platform and user 

activity. The theoretical aspect of these affordances originates from the literature of media and new 

media studies. 

Affordances have not been analyzed in terms of their positivity or negativity. Even though Gibson 

noted the ‘polarity of affordances’ (Maier & Fadel, 2009: 21), referring to their positivity or negativity, 

in my analysis affordances are exclusively investigated on their influence on user participation. No 

judgment has been given during the analytical process. If a choice tends to limit user participation, the 

reason for this has been investigated, rather than expressing any personal evaluation. 

It is necessary to point out that the presence of two versions of GuardianWitness has shaped the 

direction of the research, raising some thoughts on the decision taken by the editorial staff concerning 

user participation. The old version of GuardianWitness, still accessible, is a standalone website with 

few references to The Guardian. The new Beta version, that will soon replace completely the old one, 

presents GuardianWitness as a small and quite hard to find section within the main website of The 

Guardian. Mostly the new Beta version has been considered by this research.  

A long engagement with the platform has been necessary in order to understand the mechanisms 

and features that might not be visible on the first analysis. First, I have navigated the website as first-

time visitor. The goal was to check what I was afforded to do without being registered. Afterwards, I 

have registered a personal account and, as user, I have navigated through the platform. Therefore, this 

analysis has required not only a passive observation on other users’ participation, but my own active 

engagement as well. This has allowed me to understand the feeling that the navigation conveys. I have 
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accessed the platform throughout the time span that this research has taken me, in order to gain a precise 

overview on the peculiarities of the platform. This long engagement has been useful as I have discovered 

new interesting aspects the more and more I participated. I have considered every aspect in light of the 

affordances selected. The affordances I have investigated are comprehensibility, communicability, 

accountability and anonymity.  

In this research, the comprehensibility of the interface is analysed in terms of the homepage of 

the website, its direct presentation to the visitors and the self-definition. I have analyzed whether the 

platform is easy to use. First, I have adopted the point of view of a first-time visitor that is not aware of 

the nature of the website. The questions that I have asked myself are the following: is the nature and 

goal of GuardianWitness clear to users? Do I easily understand that it is aimed at user participation and 

contribution? In order to answer these questions, I have analyzed how GuardianWitness explicitly 

presents itself. Later, I have searched for tooltips and tutorials that may guide the navigation. Finally, I 

have examined how users are addressed and how they understand that they are invited to participate. I 

have done so as a high extent of comprehensibility encourages users to engage to the platform. 

Connected to comprehensibility is communicability. In order to realize how communicability 

allows user participation I have first analyzed how users are enabled to present themselves, such as the 

information on their personal profile and the display of username and other data within contribution. 

Then, the focus has shift to the communication among users. I have analyzed the presence of 

functionalities such as commenting and sharing and the lack of recommending and chatting functions. 

Finally, I have analyzed the communication between users and the editorial staff. I have examined how 

the editorial staff allows to be contacted by the users and which tools they use to communicate to the 

users. This analysis has helped me to understand how communication is shaped within the platform and 

how users are afforded to interact with each other and with the editorial team. 

The analysis on the editorial staff has been useful to analyze accountability. One of the factors 

influencing accountability is anonymity. I have examined the extent of visibility and responsibility of 

the editorial staff. This refers to the concept of gatekeeping. How does the editorial team present itself? 

Do they display personal information or are they anonymous? Do they act transparently, justifying their 

decisions? In order to answer, I have checked their personal profile and the participation of the editorial 

team on the platform, in particular concerning the integration of User-Generated content. I have focused 

on users and the requirements imposed to verify their authenticity. Which data do they have to provide? 

Do they have to be real?? Can they hide their identities and contribute anonymously? The answer has 

been given analyzing user profiles, the registration process and the contributions. Analysing 

accountability and anonymity has been useful to understand how the role and presence of the editorial 

team shape and regulate user participation.  
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5. Results of affordance analysis on GuardianWitness 

The affordances of comprehensibility, communicability, accountability and anonymity have been 

investigated. By conducting this analysis on GuardianWitness, the extent to which users can actively 

participate on the platform has become clear.  

 

5.1 Comprehensibility 

GuardianWitness looks like a platforms rather easy to understand even to first-time visitors. Its 

goal – making user share their content – has been made clear through different tools.  

The first aspect worth noticing about comprehensibility is the different self-presentation between 

the old and the new Beta version. In the old version, a standalone website, there is no explicit 

explanation of the goal of the platform. Only assignments, tasks and the other categories are visible. 

The new Beta version, instead, displays on the top of the page a brief explanation. ‘GuardianWitness is 

the home of readers’ content on the Guardian. Contribute your video, pictures and stories, and browse 

news, reviews and creations submitted by others. Posts will be reviewed prior to publication’ 

(GuardianWitness, 2016). This self-definition clarifies the nature of the platform and encourages user 

to participate with their own material. It is likely that the decision of providing a brief presentation is 

due to the fact that GuardianWitness is now just a section of The Guardian. Therefore, the explanation 

is mainly addressed to users accessing it through The Guardian. 

Figure 4 The homepage of the Beta version of GuardianWitness. 
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Second, user participation is enhanced by the use of language. In particular, the abundant use of 

the personal and possessive pronoun ‘you’ and us: ‘Share your photos of what the hours after dark mean 

to you’, ‘have you moved to London from abroad’ and so on (GuardianWitness, 2016). This abundance 

makes clear that it is up to the user to participate with his/her own content. There is a section called 

‘your stories’ that makes it ever clearer. Even though the user was not aware of the nature of the 

platform, it would be quite easy to understand it. 

 

Figure 5 The abundant use of personal pronouns to address the user. 

 

Finally, user participation is made comprehensible within the assignments. First, an introductory 

paragraph provides the user with valuable information about the assignment explaining its 

characteristics and requirements. Then, it is possible to click on the button ‘contribute with 

GuardianWitness’, that guides the user in the filling of a form that requires personal information, further 

comments as the description of a story, and the possibility to add visual content such as a picture or a 

video. Sometimes the form is immediately available after the introductory paragraph. Questions 

presented in forms are usually easy to understand and not mandatory. Neither participation is 

mandatory, therefore the user feels free to participate and shape the contribution. 
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Figure 6 Form to fill in by user to make a contribution. 

 

If participation mechanism is not clear enough, users can be led by guidelines. However, they are 

not immediately available and finding them requires several steps by the user. In order to better guide 

the navigation of first-time visitors, guidelines should be more visible and immediately available to 

those who have difficulties in understanding the goal of the platform. In this way, the easiness of 

navigation would be improved and users would feel more willing to participate. Further suggestions 

will be later illustrated. 

 

5.2 Communicability 

Communicability has been investigated on different aspects. First, communicability among users. 

Second, communicability between users and the editorial team. 

Users are enabled a low level of communication among each other. They have no way to do so 

apart from using the comment sections publicly readable. In order to comment, users need to be 
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registered on the website. However, the affordance of commenting is not available in every assignment. 

GuardianWitness encourages commenting: ‘Commenters will no doubt have questions and opinions of 

their own about what you have written and they really appreciate it when writers enter threads to respond 

to them’ (GuardianWitness, 2016). After several complaints, it has been made possible to directly reply 

to other user comments and to structure threaded conversations in order to make communication easier 

and more efficient. Users depend exclusively on assignments to open a space of dialogue. Any model 

of private messaging system is absent. Therefore, the tools that support internal communication are 

scarce.  

Dialogues and debates among users are surprisingly encouraged on external social networks that 

take away users from the platform: ‘join in conversations on social networks’ (GuardianWitness, 2016). 

Apart from commenting, users are also motivated to police on the content and report those that do not 

follow the guidelines: ‘You can also report any comments you think contravene our Talk Policy so that 

our moderators are alerted as soon as possible’ (GuardianWitness, 2016).  

Affordances are important, but also lack of affordances must be taken in consideration. The most 

visible difference between the old version and the Beta version is the affordance of recommending3. 

The old version users had the possibility to express their preference and give a recommendation to an 

article, video or picture that they find worthy to be positively voted. In the Beta version this function is 

not possible anymore. User-Generated Content cannot be recommended nor commented, but only 

shared and reported if inappropriate (Davison, 2013: 1). This lack of facilities helps the platform as it 

allows to focus on the quality of the content rather than on the user’s wish to receive visibility: ‘the aim 

is for the staff to be able to discover the best user-generated content, not to provide a forum for users’ 

(Davison, 2013: 1).  

                                           
Guardian.co.uk is the sixth largest newspaper website in the world, after Reddit, CNN, NY times, 

Huffington Post and Yahoo News (Wpp, 2013). First published in 1821 as Manchester Guardian following the 

closure of Manchester Observer supported by radical workers, it now includes The Observer and The Guardian 

Weekly. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manchester_Observer
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Figure 7 Recommending function in the old version. 

 

Concerning the communicability between users and editorial staff, some features are worth to be 

highlighted. First, the display of the username. In the old version, users had more visibility as their name 

featured in the preview of the item they submitted. The result was a major prominence to the presence 

of the user. In the Beta version, this does not happen. The username is not displayed in the preview. It 

is necessary to open the assignment to know who the author of the contribution is. Visibility is also 

decreased by the fact that, when submitting content, the contributions of users are published and visible 

to the readers only if they are selected by the editorial team. Otherwise, they do not appear anywhere. 

Secondly, I consider the integration of user contributions into articles written by the editorial 

team. These articles usually display a short introduction on the topic written by the editorial staff; the 

contributions of the users follow. The authors, therefore, are both the editorial team and the users. 

However, the authors displayed are the journalist together with a generic label ‘Guardian Readers’. This 

label is defined as ‘The Guardian readers contributor tag is applied to any content that is solely or partly 

created by you, our readers’ (GuardianWitness, 2016). The authors of the contributions that have been 

chosen to be integrated, therefore, do not receive visibility. This is likely to be due to the fact that the 

editorial team still wants to keep a high degree of gatekeeping and editorial control. As a matter of fact, 

it is the editorial team who picks the topic of the assignments, the type of content and set the deadline. 

Finally, it selects the most interesting stories that are integrated in an article. The editorial team works 

as moderator between the users and the readers.  
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Figure 8 Authors labelled as Guardian readers. 

By analyzing communicability, the results are that the choices implemented on the platform shift 

focus away from the personal visibility of the user, but rather focus on the content of their contribution. 

Moreover, it seems that an individual use of the platform is encouraged, rather than enhancing 

sociability and a community feeling among the users. Users are not enabled to set private 

communication nor create group chats. The lack of a recommending function expresses the decision 

taken by the editorial team to avoid converting GuardianWitness into a social network where users fight 

for visibility. However, not encouraging sociability of the user might be risky as a good community 

feeling within the platform can be a key element of success. Most users look for self-gratification and 

for being valued by other users. This explains the success of the Like economy in the past few years.  

 

5.3 Accountability and anonymity 

Accountability refers to the transparency of the interface. First, the signing up process is taken 

into consideration, verifying what data is required by the user. Then, the focus of this research shifts to 

the editorial team and their visibility.  

When opening a new account on GuardianWitness, not much personal information is required, 

apart from the basics such as name, email, and location. If logging in through Facebook, only the name 

and surname of the user are taken, but can be always customized in order to protect the privacy of the 

user. The picture is not imported from Facebook and it does not have to be a real picture. Users are not 

afforded to express much about themselves. This is likely to be due to the willingness of the editorial 

team of focusing more on the content rather than the individual customization and presentation of the 

user.  

In the guidelines it is clearly stated that The Guardian collects any information the user enters on 

the platform such as name, email, phone number, social media accounts, location, IP address and 

cookies. The storage of such information is used for customization of advertising and content. This data, 

under the user agreement, may be shared with third agents who provide products and services to the 
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users (The Guardian, 2013). This use of data might discourage the participation of those who want to 

protect their data. Moreover, the user gives GuardianWitness the permission to use the content 

submitted.  

Accountability of the content is guaranteed by the guidelines and terms of services. Users are not 

allowed to submit content that is for commercial use, false, inappropriate, defamatory, providing 

sensitive personal information, produced using hidden tools and without the permission 

(GuardianWitness, 2016). However, it is up to user to report content or comments not respecting the 

rules. The editorial team does not have the obligation to check, review or edit the content. The 

responsibility for the accuracy and completeness of the content is only of the user (GuardianWitness, 

2016). There seems to be no encouragement to sign up as the users do not have to be subscribed to 

contribute to assignments. They can also fill a form with a little personal information and send the 

contribution as a non-registered user. 

Moreover, users can decide to remain anonymous when contributing, especially regarding 

sensitive topics. For example, when asking for material about the personal experience as a prison 

officer, GuardianWitness makes sure that the user thinks about security first when uploading content. 

As the account will be used as part of the coverage, they state that they ‘are happy for you to submit 

your experience anonymously and any information about where you work will not be published without 

your consent’ in order to protect the privacy of the user. 

Second, accountability refers to the visibility of moderators. Information about identity of 

moderators is mostly available. The name of the journalist who integrates user contribution into an 

article is often displayed. Their profile is visible and displays the articles they have previously 

published. However, no personal information is added, such as interests, fields of expertise or location. 

There is no way to contact them, apart from their social network profiles, if shown. In many websites, 

such as Have Your Say by BBC, the moderators are anonymous in order to protect them from 

discussion. However, this may lead to a lack of transparency and, consequently, to a lower degree of 

accountability. When the team makes a decision with which users do not agree it creates a feeling of 

resentment, as users are not enabled to directly address a specific and known entity.  

Figure 9 Anonymous contribution. 
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Figure 10 Profile of a member of the editorial team. 

Regarding accountability, it is important that the editorial team can always be identified in order 

to make them feel that there is a transparent relationship between journalists and users. However, it is 

also important that moderators convey the feeling that it is easy to interact with them. On 

GuardianWitness this feeling is missing, as it seems that moderators are just interested in the content of 

contributions rather than conversations with users. Anonymity on GuardianWitness seems to be well 

protected, as users can contribute under pseudonymous or anonymously. It is important that users feel 

comfortable with protecting their identities, as they feel more willing to participate and share their 

personal stories, even though containing sensitive information, to the public.  
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Discussion 

The participation of new and alternative actors in the public sphere through the empowering 

nature of technologies is not a new concept. Already in the 30s, Brecht considered the role of the 

audience of the radio not only as receiver, but also broadcaster (Moretzsohn, 2006: 3). What is changing 

is the extent of the involvement of the audience (Dahlgren, 2013: 160). This research is concerned with 

those actors – ordinary people – who have challenged the mainstream editorial teams and set up an 

alternative way of making news (Rutigliano, 2008: 5). Despite some reluctant reactions, the inclusion 

of user participation in news media outlets is becoming an increasingly common and accepted practice 

around the world, intertwined with the work of mainstream media (Wall, 2012: 7). That is the reason 

why it is important to study the extent of this user participation and understand its characteristics, limits 

and strengths. In this research, an example of participatory journalism has been investigated in order to 

define the extent of user participation through the analysis of the affordances of its interface. The 

selected affordances have shown how users can participate with their own content on the platform, how 

their presence is regulated and how the editorial team intervenes and integrates their contributions.  

In this research I started by identifying the concept of user participation in participatory 

journalism. In order to analyze it, I have chosen to investigate it through the affordances. I have shown 

how affordances influence the extent and direction of user participation on GuardianWitness.  

The analysis has brought me to draw several conclusions. On the basis of this analysis, I claim 

that the extent of user participation on GuardianWitness is quite limited. This is surprising, as 

GuardianWitness’ nature is entirely dedicated to user participation. Users can register to the platform 

and upload their contribution, but their freedom to express their opinion, navigate the website, intervene 

and communicate with other users and with the editorial team is restricted. This is likely to be due to 

political and ideological choices and to the fact that the editorial team wants to keep a high degree of 

control on user participation. Probably, it thinks that, by giving users more freedom, there might be the 

risk of losing credibility, trustworthiness, and the high quality of content that now characterizes the 

platform. Therefore, there is a tension between the decisions taken by the editorial team in order to 

control and restrict user participation and the desire of users to participate at the maximum extent. This 

tension might bring to a lower degree of participation as users could not appreciate that their range of 

actions is limited by certain affordances. 

The decision of turning GuardianWitness from standing alone website into section of The 

Guardian is likely to indicate that the editorial team plans to decrease the visibility of the platform. This 

is probably a consequence of the decreased engagement of users – with an average of 50 contributions 

per assignment in the last 15 assignments. There may be several reasons for the low engagement. In 

this research, the reason that has been taken in consideration is that the platform, even though dedicated 

to user contribution and participation, does not actually fully encourage it. This result has brought me 
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to provide suggestions that would make the navigation easier for the user. In this way, the user would 

be more willing to participate (Graver, 1991: 83). 

Regarding comprehensibility, it might be useful to describe more visibly and in more detail the 

goal of the platform, in particular to help the navigation of first time visitors. This could be implemented 

by adding different tools. Examples are a growl notification on the homepage at the first access, an 

infographic, and tooltips highlighting functionalities or a short video that presents the nature of the 

platform. If the user still needs some help, the guidelines, which are now rather difficult to find, should 

be more accessible.  

Concerning communicability, as it has been concluded that the possibilities of internal 

communication among users and between users and journalists are quite low. The focus of the platform 

is placed more on the content of the material rather than on creating a feeling of community among 

users. It is clear that this is built in through design choices. However, improving communication, still 

without turning the platform into a social network, would be positive. As a matter of fact, users often 

look for a place that grants them visibility and interactions with other users. On GuardianWitness, users 

do not have many possibilities to boost their visibility. When submitting content, their contributions are 

published and visible on the platform only if they are selected by editorial team. This high level of 

gatekeeping might discourage users to participate, as they are not sure whether their contribution will 

be selected and displayed in the article. The solution might be giving visibility to the material selected, 

but leaving visible those contributions that have not passed the gates. Interesting and positive is the 

decision of GuardianWitness to call experts in the field of the assignment, for example artists or 

curators, to select user contributions and explain why. This collaboration seems to be successful among 

users who are encouraged to participate and let their material be chosen by an actor that has expertise 

in the field.  

Moreover, users are not enabled to start private conversations nor group chats. This is probably 

due to the fact that the platform wants all interactions to be visible. Currently, users seem to look at 

themselves as independent participants rather than members of the same community. However, 

implementing a messaging system among users would let them being able to talk with each other about 

interests, passions or debates. GuardianWitness is a place that groups people together around topics. It 

means that users who contribute have usually a lot to share. 

Another solution for boosting user participation regarding communicability would be giving 

more relevance to the personal identity of the user, thus connecting the account to social media 

platforms, providing more space to self-expression. In this way, users would know each other better 

and would be more eager to be active, instead of passively commenting to strangers’ contributions. 

Users would also be more eager to participate also by expressing their personal preference, thus 

recommending contributions. The content on GuardianWitness is now displayed by chronological 
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order. This disposition does not highlight the contributions that are appreciated the most among users, 

who are not afforded to rank content. This would be favorable also to the author of the contribution, 

who would see it publicly appreciated. Re-introducing a system of recommendations would give the 

users satisfaction and motivation.  

Scarce visibility influences accountability as well. As authors of contributions are labeled 

‘Guardian Users’, there is a lack of transparency and users do not receive much gratification. Putting, 

instead, the names of the users as authors would enhance their gratification. As registration is not 

mandatory, users can contribute whilst not being signed up. Therefore, there is neither accountability 

nor proof of validity of their contribution. Everyone can provide information or tell stories without 

being obliged to provide any credible validation nor take any responsibility for the assignment. This 

lack of accountability discourages users. However, it is also true that anonymity protects user’s privacy. 

Therefore, I suggest that, except for sensitive topics for which it is better to grant anonymity, only 

registered users can contribute and submit their content. This might also be positive to the editorial 

team, who would surely receive fewer contributions but likely of better quality. Moreover, in order to 

boost accountability, the editorial staff should establish a closer relation with users, increasing 

transparency. For example, providing more personal and contact information on the journalists, or 

setting a messaging system, private or public, that allows user to communicate with them, asking 

feedback or questions.  
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Conclusion 

The research has highlighted how user participation takes form on GuardianWitness. Analyzing 

affordances encourages us to consider the digital artefact in terms of the actions it makes possible. 

Moreover, it allows us to consider technologies and users not as separate entities, but as interconnected 

elements that influence one another (Graver, 1991: 83). By doing it, affordance analysis can provide 

insights to improve the match between user’s needs and expectations and designer’s choices (Graver, 

1991: 83). Suggestions have been conceived in order to increase the extent of user participation on the 

platform. Giving users more space and freedom on their participation, the result might be a higher 

personal engagement to the platform. 

This study could serve as an initial guide for research on affordance theory and, in particular, for 

boosting user participation. Even though every platform is uniquely characterized, the analysis of the 

affordances and the suggestions that have been given can also be implemented on other similar 

platforms but also on other areas involving user participation.  

However, different ways and methods of carrying out this research would have been possible. 

An alternative method would have been a textual analysis that engages not only with the text created 

by users but also with the textual presentation of the platform. However, the focus would be not on the 

analysis of a corpus of texts through semiotics or narrative analysis.  

This research focuses on an example of participatory journalism, where user participation is still 

restricted. Differently, on platforms of citizen journalism, users are often more free to intervene and 

less controlled by the editorial team. Therefore, a comparative analysis could focus on how user 

participation differs on platforms of participatory and citizen journalism. However, within the spectrum 

of participatory journalism, platforms may present significant difference. A relevant study could carry 

out an in-depth comparative analysis between examples of participatory journalism. This would have 

been useful to understand the peculiarities of these platforms. 

Finally, suggestions have been made exclusively on a theoretical level. This research has focused 

more on the visible choices of the platform concerning user participation. There has been no research 

on the actual choices taken by the editorial staff nor the behavior and reactions of the users participating 

to the platform. Indeed, two paths would be relevant to investigate. First, it would be interesting to 

understand the reasons behind the implementation of certain affordances. The focus would be on why 

the editorial team has decided in a certain why and what are the factors that have influenced this 

decision. For example, understanding why the affordance of commenting is restricted or absent. Second, 

analyzing the user behavior. An interesting follow-up study could provide interviews of users in order 

to grasp their behavior and their expectations on the platform. In this way, more detailed information 

about desired affordances could be provided. Those users could be selected from different groups, 

according to their background, age, gender or culture. This research would highlight the extent to which 
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desired affordances and user behavior differ according to several criteria.  This research would be 

helpful to match the desires of the editorial team to the ones of the users.  

Concluding, thanks to the number of interesting findings that this paper uncovered, it is 

possible to affirm that user participation, being an object of debate within current media literature, 

needs to be further addressed as it seems to lack of attention about not much user empowerment 

but rather user regulation. There seems to be the urgency of filling this lacuna by examining 

concretely what users are afforded to do or what they are restrained from. This research opens the 

door to a range of debates about user participation and it can be complemented by relevant studies. 
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