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Abstract

The selection of ‘good’ pictures has increasingly become a crucial factor
when transmitting news to the recipients. Every day thousands of events
are happening and millions of pictures are taken. By choosing photographs
for newspapers and magazines, photographic editorial departments want to
attract the recipients’ attention, evoke emotions and get them to read their
stories. But what exactly is a good picture that meets these expectations?
Which criteria are decisive for selecting pictures and what effects of this
selection can be measured on the recipients’ side?

This article presents the results of a research project carried out at the
University of Erfurt in 2008 and conducted in collaboration with the Ger-
man weekly magazine stern. It deals with the selection and impact of press
photography by introducing the concept ‘photo news factors’. Applying the
traditional news value theory to pictures, photo news factors are defined as
selection criteria that, on the part of the communicator, decide whether the
press photos are worth publishing. Furthermore, they are assumed to exert
an influence on the intensity of attention that a picture arouses.

Keywords: press photography, news value theory, photo news factors, selec-
tivity, media effects

Introduction

Since the age of modern mass press, which technically allows the prompt
reproduction of photographic templates, press photos have become an
integral part of media coverage (Wilke, 2009). Photos inspire the reader,
generate emotions, condense information and encourage further reading
and information seeking (Holtz-Bacha et al., 2006). Apart from a few
studies investigating rather general effects of images on the selection of
news items (cf. Knobloch et al., 2003), communication research has not
yet dedicated too much attention neither to the selection of specific pho-
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tos by the photo editors nor to the complex processes of picture selection
and reception by the readers.

A classical approach in communication research addressing selection
processes is the news value theory (cf. Fretwurst, 2008; Maier and Ruhr-
mann, 2008; Maier et al., 2010 for an in-depth description of the con-
cept). It is based on the assumption that issues can be assessed on the
basis of a catalogue of criteria, the so-called news factors. The resulting
news value explains the attention a certain issue attracts in the media
coverage. Early research in this field focused on the decision-making of
journalists (Schulz, 1976; Staab, 1990a/b). More recent studies investi-
gated to what extent the news value concept can also serve as an expla-
nation for selection and perception of the audience, by guiding the recip-
ients’ information processing (cf. Eilders, 1996; 1997: p. 53; 2006).

Research has in common that it focuses almost exclusively on textual
reporting and, only occasionally, on TV news (Kästner, 2008; Maier and
Ruhrmann, 2008). Despite the fact that press photos are an integral part
of media coverage, there is (with few exceptions; cf. Singletary and
Lamb, 1984; Wende, 2001) a shortcoming in studies that apply news
value theory to photojournalism. This paper presents a prime study on
the selection and impact of press photos. Using the concept of so-called
photo news factors, we introduce an approach into empirical research
that transfers news value theory from texts to images and thus allows us
to investigate the selection and impact of press photos.

The concept was developed as part of a research project conducted in
cooperation with the weekly magazine stern and proceeds in two steps:
First, the analysis of the criteria photo editors apply when selecting
images for a news magazine; and second, an investigation of how these
press photos affect recipients. A multi-method study including newsroom
observation and interviews with picture editors as well as an experimen-
tal survey and in-depth interviews with readers provides a comprehensive
view on the relevance of photo news factors for visual communication
processes triggered by the mass press.

Theoretical foundations: news value theory

Following the tradition of gatekeeping and news-bias research, news
value theory primarily examines journalistic decision-making. However,
in contrast to other theories it is assumed that coverage is not necessarily
a “distortion” of reality (Grittmann, 2007: p. 80 f.), but that the news
selection is based on professional criteria � the so-called news factors
(see Staab, 1990a; 1990b: p. 41). The term “news value” was introduced
by Walter Lippmann in 1922 when he identified attributes of an event
that determine the ‘newsworthiness’ of a message related to that event



Selection and impact of press photography 417

(Lippmann, 1964: p. 230 ff.). Since then, news value theory was estab-
lished by � inter alia � Östgaard (1965), Galtung and Ruge (1965),
Schulz (1976, 1982) and Staab (1990a/b), who developed rather similar
catalogues of news factors. To a large part, the present study draws upon
the current application of news value theory and its logic to the news
processing by recipients (Eilders, 1996, 1997, 2006).

Furthermore, recent research has begun to expand news value theory
to the relevance of visuals. Ruhrmann et al. (2003, 2007) ascertained
that from a journalist’s point of view the criteria ‘availability of images’,
‘visuality’ and ‘visualization of emotions’ have gained significance for
the selection decision over the past years. Similarly, Harcup and O’Neill
(2001: p. 274) propose to include the factor “picture opportunities” (al-
though as a subcategory of “entertainment”) in a contemporary set of
news values after evaluating Galtung and Ruge’s original criteria in a
content analysis of UK national newspapers. In her pilot study based
on think-aloud-protocols, Kästner (2008) connected a content analysis
of TV news visuals with audience responses. Her results indicate that the
strength of visuality, representing a dominant news factor for audiovi-
sual material, exerts an influence on both the cognitive and the emo-
tional processing of news. Despite these findings, research provides little
evidence whether news factors can help to explain the structure of visual
news coverage. Accordingly, Grittmann (2007) stated that research does
not analyze specific news factors of visualization, but visualization is
simply seen as another news factor (p. 83).

Therefore this paper neither deals with the question to what extent
news selection is influenced by the ‘availability of images’ nor does it
analyze the news factor ‘visualization’ as a whole. It rather focuses on
the image-inherent news factors of visualization � the so-called photo
news factors.

Photo news factors

Photo news factors are defined as selection criteria that, regarding the
communicator’s side, determine whether a press photo is worth publish-
ing. Furthermore, on the part of the recipients, they are ascribed to have
an influence on the attention that a picture attracts. The catalogue used
in the present study includes eight different photo news factors: damage,
violence/aggression, controversy, celebrities, unexpectedness, emotions, ex-
ecution and technique, and sexuality/eroticism. The selection of these
factors results from the factors (and whole factor-catalogues) that have
previously been identified in news value research. In addition, it con-
siders specific requirements when applying news value theory to photos:
Photo news factors have to operate primarily by visual representation
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Table 1. Selected photo news factors.

News factor Source

Damage commonly subsumed under
Violence/Aggression the factor Negativism
Controversy

cf. Wende (2001)
Celebrities
Unexpectedness

Emotions cf. Eilders (1997),
Ruhrmann et al.
(2003, 2007)

Execution and Technique cf. Wende (2001)

Sexuality/Eroticism cf. Eilders (1997),
Ruhrmann et al. (2003)

and with only a minimum of textual contextualization, categorization or
explanation (cf. Wende, 2001: p. 54), which led to the exclusion of news
factors which cannot be applied to images (see Table 1). Hence, the cata-
logue of photo news factors primarily is constituted from the inherent
picture content and only secondarily from the textual contextualization.

The factors damage, violence/aggression, controversy, celebrities, and
unexpectedness, previously taken into account by classical factor cata-
logues (cf. Eilders, 1997; Schulz, 1976; Staab, 1990), were included in the
catalogue following Wende (2001). Based on the arguments of Eilders
(1997) and Ruhrmann et al. (2003) � and especially after preliminary
discussions with journalists from the stern photographic editorial depart-
ment � the factor sexuality/eroticism was added. The particular nature
of pictures to represent emotions and transmit them visually was consid-
ered by including the factor emotions into the catalogue of photo news
factors (cf. Döveling, 2005). The factor execution and technique (which
includes aspects such as color, contrast, light, unexpected perspectives
and dramatic effort) refers to the photographic quality of images and
completes the set of news factors assumed to be of relevance for press
photography. Apart from the latter, the catalogue thus consists of factors
that were hitherto used in traditional catalogues, which is in line with
Singletary and Lamb (1984) who stated that “photos could be measured
against the yardstick of the traditional values and they typically focused
on a narrow range of those values” (p. 108).

However, the theoretical foundation of news factors (and, as a conse-
quence, of photo news factors as well) still constitutes a major problem
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in news value research. A possible derivation of negative factors (e. g.,
violence, damage) is offered by Shoemaker (1996) who explains the affin-
ity to a negative presentation of events by genetic and cultural predispo-
sitions. An exhaustive explanation of all factors cannot be provided here
as it would go far beyond the scope of this article but can easily be
found elsewhere (Maier et al., 2010).

For a better understanding of how this catalogue originated, another
key premise needs to be explained: The factor “personalization” which
is frequently cited in earlier studies of textual coverage is regarded as a
constant for photo journalism. This decision is based on the results of
Grittmann (2007: p. 66) who, in a meta-research of previous content
analyses of press images, ascertained that “in reference to the empirical
results (…) people shots are clearly dominant” (see also Fretwurst, 2008:
p. 5 f.; Wilke, 1999: p. 165). As a consequence, from an analysis of a
given image we cannot assert whether it actually results from a process
of “personalization” � or is nothing more than a depiction of people
because picturing people qualifies as a constant prerequisite of photo
journalism practice.

Overall, the present study investigates a catalogue of eight photo news
factors (see Table 1). Although these factors were already identified pre-
viously in some news value research on text and/or images (cf. Wende,
2001), they have neither been empirically tested with regard to their rele-
vance as selection criteria for picture editors nor to their impact on the
reader.

Model for the selection and impact of press photos

To embed the photo news factors into a theoretical concept which equ-
ally captures both the selection and impact processes of photos on com-
municators’ and readers’ side, a process model (see Figure 1) was devel-
oped. This model is based on the dynamic-transactional approach (here-
inafter referred to as DTA) which was first established by Werner Früh
and Klaus Schönbach in 1982. The model behind the DTA combines the
two perspectives of a ‘stimulus-response’ and a ‘uses and gratifications’
approach as reciprocally-influencing components. Hence, the strict dis-
tinction between dependent and independent variables is dissolved; the
potential effects of the media arise from the media message in connection
with the active assignment of meaning by the recipient (transaction). The
‘stimulus’ has no fixed identity, and the dimension of time (dynamic) is
an integral part of the model (see Früh and Wirth, 1992 for the only
depiction of DTA in English language). The resulting process model fo-
cusses on inter-transactional processes (between the two actors) as well
as on intra-transactional processes (within each of the actors). In Ger-
man communication research the DTA is one of the most common con-
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cepts of mass communication research (see most recently Früh, 2001;
Wünsch, 2007).

Our application of the DTA to the process of press photo selection
and reception leads to an adapted model of the original, rather universal
concept (see Figure 1). On the communicator’s side the adapted model
integrates (1) the multi-level gatekeeping approach (see e.g., Robinson,
1973; Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker and Vos, 2009) and (2) the news
value theory modified for picture selection. The intra-transaction (con-
sisting of activation and knowledge) emerges as a combination of photo
input, textual basis and background knowledge: Checking the incoming
photos the editor gets activated to select a suitable photo for the context
which has to be illustrated. Usually he or she receives these pictures by
photo agencies, correspondents or in-house photographers. Based on
prior knowledge and the corresponding text the editor evolves an estima-
tion of the photo which is also influenced by photo news factors. Adjust-
ing this personal estimation to the editorial and societal framework, it
ultimately results in a selection of photos for publication. Once printed
and distributed the photos initialize the inter-transaction between com-
municator and recipient while crystallizing both an intended impact on
the reader and a specific constellation of photo news factors. As a conse-
quence, the reader is supposed to get animated by the photo to read the
corresponding text; and furthermore to get committed to the medium as
a whole.

On the recipient’s side the adapted model integrates aspects of the
adapted news value theory, concepts to explain emotional media effects
(see Scherer, 2001) and approaches from research on cognitive structures
and schemata (see Matthes, 2004; Schenk, 2007). Following the logic of
the DTA the media message is considered as a press photo in a news
magazine. It is characterized by a certain news value (expressed by a
particular constellation of photo news factors) and comes along with a
corresponding caption. This caption is necessary as we assume that a
photo usually cannot stand for itself. That is why the reader needs a
minimum of textual information in order to understand the photo’s
context.

Before getting activated by a photo, the viewer runs through a phase
of “pre-activation”, resulting in an unconscious decision to either turn
towards the picture more intensely or to continue thumbing through the
magazine (exit option A1). This assumption is based on evidence from
cognitive psychology on pre-attentive reception, according to which
stimuli get classified in a single blink of an eye. This first spatial overview
provides information for further selection (cf. Sachs-Hombach and
Schirra, 1999: p. 38). Following this step, the photo may serve as an
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initial stimulus of activation, which influences the reader’s attention and
activation level (see Früh, 1991: p. 35).

What happens at this point in time is an affective classification of what
has been seen rather the coordination with the recipient’s knowledge. If
the photo triggers the willingness of reception (e. g., by physiological
and/or emotional arousal), recipients’ attention will be increased. As the
emotional impact of images is confirmed in numerous visual communi-
cation studies (e.g., Früh and Fahr, 2006; Holtz-Bacha et al., 2006;
Knieper, 2006; Petersen, 2006), possible consequences can be described
as (1) a positive emotional activation, (2) a negative emotional activa-
tion, or (3) an emotional non-activation, all depending on the particular
constellation of photo news factors. The dimensions of emotionalization
mentioned here are derived from the ‘Multi-Component Process Model’
of Larson and Diener (see 1992: p. 31). The authors emphasize that the
emotions experienced by an individual media user cannot be described
solely by positive and negative effects, but also by the degree of physio-
logical arousal.

In the case of a reader’s intra-transaction (photo assessment), the me-
diated stimulus (message) and the cognitive schemata (recipients’ previ-
ous knowledge) are permanently adjusted. With reference to Früh and
Schönbach (1982: p. 33) knowledge can be described as the capacity to
understand more or less complex information within the process of mes-
sage reception. Once more, it is assumed that the constellation of photo
news factors determines how intensely the stimulus gets connected with
the recipient’s cognitive apparatus (see Matthes, 2004: p. 547 for an over-
view of schemas and their relieving function). At this point, the headline
or caption associated with the photo plays a role in understanding. After
looking at the photo, the viewer turns to these textual features which
contribute substantially to the actual contextualization of the photo
(concerning the ambiguity of visual stimuli see Eilders, 1997: p. 86 f.).
The reception and processing of the media message can lead to an
increase of knowledge, and at the same time to an increase of the activa-
tion level, too. Whether the recipient, as predicted by the DTA, moves
from this increased level of attention to a second phase in which he
actively seeks more information, for instance, by reading the correspond-
ing article, depends on the individual issue relevance. In a study on the
reception of issues relevant for personal attitudes, Knobloch-Westerwick
emphasized “that the (reader’s) attention to those issues strongly de-
pends on the personal importance of the topic” (2007: p. 60). We expect
the issue relevance to be of importance for the reception of press photos
as well.

In conclusion, we assume that the recipients’ emotionalization in-
creases with an attractive key stimulus (photo with high news value)
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combined with a major interest in the topic. Moreover, recipients should
take a longer look at such a photo, evaluate it better, and more probably
they will memorize it and read the related article.

The model which could only be outlined here in brief additionally sets
different exit options and specifies further interaction effects between the
constructs described above. For an initial empirical test of some of its
components, we focused on four key research questions. Concerning the
communicator’s side, we asked

1. What factors influence the journalist’s selection of photos to illustrate
the coverage of a news magazine?

2. What is the role of photo news factors within the selection process?

On the reader’s side, we were interested in the following:

3. Which pictures do recipients examine more intensively � and does
intensity correspond with the strength of the photo news factor?

4. From all specified photo news factors, which ones are more, which
ones less relevant for explaining readers’ attention?

Nonetheless, we want to point out that the model has to be seen as a
framework where we did not aim at verifying each specified interaction
empirically. Therefore, some parts of it, for example the intra-transac-
tions, still remain within the status of a theoretical assumption.

Methodology

Communicators

The empirical fieldwork on the communicator’s side included a combina-
tion of (1) open, non-participant observations in the picture editor’s de-
partment of the German weekly magazine stern, and (2) problem-cen-
tered interviews (Witzel, 2000) with relevant actors in the selection
process.

(1) For five days, researchers accompanied stern’s photo editors during
the origination process of one particular issue of the magazine. The
observation took place between March 3 and 7, 2008 in the stern
publishing house (Gruner and Jahr, Hamburg). It aimed at recon-
structing the process of photo selection and filtering out relevant
factors for editors’ choices, especially the significance of photo news
factors. In addition, the workflow in other departments of the stern
was also observed in order to gain a comprehensive and complete
insight into the overall procedures of creating a weekly news maga-
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zine. All observations were open but non-participant and supple-
mented by short interviews to retrieve a maximum of knowledge
about the situation. Interviews were conducted in the form of brief
requests for clarification, such as incomprehensible acts, unknown
people or unusual use of resources (Quandt, 2005: p. 192). For the
logging of all observations, previously prepared monitoring guide-
lines were used.

(2) The survey consisted of open-ended interviews with photo editors of
various departments, as well as with the stern’s art director and with
the secretary to the Head of Department. The interview guide incor-
porated several topical sections, including questions on (a) ‘work
processes’, (b) ‘photo news factors’, and (c) ‘external factors � gate-
keeping’. Work processes (a) elaborated on the professional career of
the individual photo editor and his/her departmental responsibilities;
additional questions tapped his/her working routines and the impor-
tance of work experience. The largest section was based on the cata-
logue of photo news factors (b); photo editors discussed it with re-
gard to the pictures they had actually chosen during the observation
period (1). Editors were advised to reflect particularly on the signifi-
cance of the eight photo news factors (and their strength in a particu-
lar case) for their daily working routines. Finally, ‘external factors �
gatekeeping’ (c) covered the editors’ personal attitudes concerning
their personal work environment, as well as the organizational and
social structures within the office and the company in general. Edi-
tors also assessed the influence of editorial line, time and cost pres-
sures on the photo selection. Data analysis utilized the “qualitative
content analysis” procedure described by Mayring (2003), based on
a category system which consisted of seven major categories (photo
news factors, text base, work processes, knowledge, pictures of the
week, external factors � gatekeeping, feedback / para-feedback) and
up to five sub-categories.

Recipients

The reader data was also acquired by a combination of empirical meth-
ods, with an emphasis on a computer-based experimental survey. Its one-
factor design with eight repetitions tested the impact of each of the eight
photo news factors (independent variables, see Table 1) on a set of de-
pendent measures (recall, evaluation of and emotionalization by the pic-
ture, duration of picture viewing, and subsequent interest in the respec-
tive article), all subsumed under the construct intensity of attention.

We used the five days of observation in the stern’s photographic edito-
rial department to identify possible pictures that could be used for an
experimental study. This preselection was based on two premises: (1)
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Figure 2. Images representing two different manifestations of the photo news factor “vio-
lence/aggression” (weak vs. strong).
[Source: Hicks et al., 2009: p. 157]

only one photo news factor should be visualized by each pair of images,
and (2) each pair of images consisted of one picture displaying the photo
news factor strongly while the other picture showed a ‘weak’ version (see
Figure 2 with a sample pair of photographs). A preliminary choice of 32
images (2 pairs of images for each photo news factor) was evaluated
with regard to their suitability as an experimental treatment in a large-
scale pre-test. To constitute the material for our principal investigation,
we finally succeeded in finding eight pairs of sample photographs which
actually emphasized one photo news factor each while scoring low on
all other factors (see Rössler, Haschke and Marquart, 2010 for details).
We were aware of the fact that press photos usually do not consist of a
single factor only. However, with reference to the experimental design it
was necessary to isolate each factor in order to verify its individual im-
pact.

The final set of pictures was used as stimuli in a computer-aided exper-
imental survey which was conducted with a sample of 202 university
students, recruited in March and April 2008 at both the University and
the University of Applied Sciences of a German state capital. Sixty per-
cent (n � 122) of the subjects participating in the experiment were female
and 40 % (n � 80) male. The average age of participants was 22 years
(M � 22.18, SD � 2.24) and 96 % were still in apprenticeship.

The assignment of participants to the two experimental groups was
randomized. A comparison between the groups did not show any signifi-
cant differences in the demographic variables or the recorded media use;
therefore, differences in responses cannot be attributed to those factors.
Both groups were given four pictures with a “strong” representation of
photo news factors and likewise four pictures of the “weak” version of
the remaining factors. The treatment check confirmed that in seven out
of eight cases, the two pictures representing the same photo news factor
differed highly significant (p < .001) concerning our manipulation (ex-



426 P. Rössler, J. Bomhoff, J. F. Haschke, J. Kersten and R. Müller

cept for the factor of unexpectedness). In addition, it was confirmed that,
according to the perceptions of subjects, each pair of images featured
only one main factor, so that the effects measured can actually be attrib-
uted to the respective single photo news factor.

For scale calibration purposes, two images were shown in the begin-
ning of the photo set which should persuade subjects to exhaust the
extreme poles of the scales with their rating. By these extreme depictions
it should be ensured that the subjects unconsciously develop a sense of
what is a strong and what is a weak version of a photo news factor. In
the subsequent analysis of picture evaluation, both calibration images
have not been taken into account. After showing the calibration images,
all other photos followed in randomized order to prevent a serial posi-
tion effect (cf. Huber, 2005: p. 153 ff.) and in particular primacy-recency
effects for the upcoming measurement of picture recall.

While querying the sociodemographic variables before the experimen-
tal procedure served as a warm-up, participants were next given the se-
lection of ten images, including the appropriate captions, as a self-di-
rected computer slideshow. Both the “strong” and the “weak” photo
obtained the same caption in order to eliminate the textual influence.
Duration of picture viewing was recorded for each picture electronically.
After clicking through the slideshow, free recall of images was measured
by asking the participants to describe those three pictures they recollect
best from their memory. Subsequently, participants evaluated the pic-
tures with the help of items referring to their interest to read the respec-
tive article (intended reception of the text), to their cognitive assessment
of the photos (general image evaluation), and to the emotions that had
been triggered while looking at the pictures (emotionalization). All item
batteries were arranged as a 6-point Likert scale (1: “does not apply at
all”, 6: “fully applies”) with a residual category (“no answer”).

The questionnaire closed with a measurement of issue relevance which
was expected to serve as a major moderating factor within our experi-
mental design. Participants specified how strongly they were interested
in a variety of current affairs set out in a list. Here, each photo news
factor was represented by one topic at least. For example, the factor
violence/aggression was addressed by the issue ‘Afghanistan war’. It is
conceded that the topics under study were not perfectly clear-cut and
thus could not necessarily be assigned to one specific factor uniquely.
Moreover, the entire construct was measured by one single item each;
therefore, the importance of issue relevance for the individual process of
photo reception may be underestimated in the results reported below.
Further research might call for an improvement of issue relevance opera-
tionalization.
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At the very end of the survey, a “real-world-measurement” of actual
text-reception was carried out. Participants were given the opportunity
to take along as many printed articles as they liked. Each article corre-
sponded to one picture they had seen just before; their choice was re-
corded unobtrusively.

Beyond our experimental study, additional (and more detailed) find-
ings were obtained from comprehensive in-depth interviews with 22 mid-
dle-aged stern-readers living in the former Western part of Germany. All
interviews were conducted in May 2008 and were based on a manual
that corresponded with the questions asked in the experimental setting.
However, in this case participants were confronted with both pictures
from one pair of images (strong and weak version of each photo news
factor) in order to elicit comparative statements on their perception.

Results

Communicators

Overall our empirical study confirmed the assumption that stern picture
editors are influenced by photo news factors when choosing press photos
for publication (see Rössler, Kersten and Bomhoff, 2011 for details).
During the selection process, partly without being aware of or referring
to it, they use a catalogue of criteria which resembles the photo news
factors. However, editors in different departments vary in their emphasis
on particular criteria. The factors emotions, celebrities, execution and
technique as well as unexpectedness were rated eminently important by
the picture editors while the factors controversy and sexuality seemed
rather unimportant (see below).

During the interviews with the stern employees, the phrase ‘sterniges
Bild’ [‘sterny’ picture] was mentioned frequently. Used as a universal
label for a newsworthy picture, this concept embraces a combination of
different criteria, especially the display of strong emotions, great colors,
a surprising situation and prominent persons. On closer inspection, these
criteria are nothing but photo news factors as defined above. But stern
journalists do not reflect on ‘sterny’ pictures as a result of the application
of a formal set of factors; rather, they believe that recognizing a ‘sterny’
picture is the result of their individual talent or newsroom socialization
at the most. The selection of ‘sterny’ pictures is what considerably distin-
guishes the stern from both daily press and competing news magazines
like Der Spiegel and Focus. Rather than aiming at a neutral illustration
of political news coverage, the stern’s image selection is more orientated
towards vivid pictures, like, for example, National Geographic does.

Although stern picture editors apply photo news factors in their daily
routines, decision-making occurs in the context of other factors, too. Jour-
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Figure 3. Factors influencing the journalistic photo selection.
[Source: authors]

nalists highlight their personal attitudes and knowledge of the topic that
has to be illustrated. Accordingly, background knowledge of an issue
builds the frame for the picture editor’s further investigations: The better
an editor is informed about a topic, the more systematic picture research
and selection are executed � this includes operational knowledge about
databases, image providers and photographers. Picture editors empha-
size that they try to keep their personal attitudes in the background
while choosing pictures; they claim that controversial issues in particular
shall be covered by a balanced presentation. Yet in the aesthetic evalu-
ation of pictures, personal views are of great importance.

The influence of editorial guidelines is noticeable and primarily re-
flected by the structures of the editorial hierarchy. In contrast, the weekly
publication frequency of the stern, budget matters and editorial expertise
represent a comparatively weak influence. A more important factor was
identified in form of social conditions/judicial restrictions � even if their
actual relevance for decision-making is difficult to measure. Picture edi-
tors consider norms and values of society and their corporative socializa-
tion. Ethical and moral judgments influence the selection process as well,
especially with respect to the protection of children and young people and
the safeguard of personality and copyrights.

The various factors influencing the image selection on communicators’
side can be integrated (see also Weischenberg, Kleinsteuber and Pörksen,
2005) in a layer model (see Figure 3). The image selection process consti-
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tutes the explanandum in the inner circle, which is primarily affected by
photo news factors on the one hand and individual factors (such as issue-
specific knowledge and personal attitudes) on the other. In another layer,
editorial guidelines serve as a broader framework for individual deci-
sions, while social conditions constitute a general foil exerting an indirect
but noticeable impact. This heuristic model illustrates the journalist’s
perceptions and the results of our observations in the newsroom of the
stern magazine. However, we cannot rule out that its emphasis on indi-
vidual reasoning and photo news factors outperforming the institutional
and societal influences may be a peculiarity of the stern’s long tradition
that expects individual picture editors to take full responsibility for their
photo choice.

Recipients

The major finding of the experimental study (see Rössler, Haschke and
Marquart, 2010 for details) stresses that a strong representation of a
photo news factor in most cases leads to intensified attention of subjects.
That means, the duration of picture viewing is longer, pictures are more
often recalled and better evaluated, and the viewing of an image with
the strong representation of the photo news factor leads to an increased
interest in reading the respective article. The more explicit (and possibly
more drastic) an event is visually illustrated, the higher is the probability
that the reader (1) engages in a photo and (2) becomes activated to get
further involved in the coverage (see Table 2).

Especially those images emphasizing the photo news factors damage,
violence/aggression and, to a lesser extent, emotions showed highly signifi-
cant differences for almost every dependent variable. Furthermore, pic-
tures are always watched more intensively when they succeed to arouse
emotions within the viewer. This is especially true if they trigger a nega-
tive emotional activation (as in the case of violence/aggression, damage
and emotions). The remaining five photo news factors primarily do not
induce an emotional activation of the subjects; the photo news factors
celebrities, sexuality/eroticism and unexpectedness may even cause a posi-
tive emotional activation. As far as the intended and the actual text
reception is concerned, participants were more interested in reading the
respective article (and even did so) when they saw the image with the
‘strong’ photo news factor in the case of six of the eight factors.

However, some results contradicting the assumptions need to be con-
sidered. This is especially true for the two pictures representing the photo
news factor celebrities: Here the picture with the weak representation of
the photo news factor was better evaluated, led to a higher interest in
reading the respective article and evoked a stronger emotionalization
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(see Table 2). This higher intensity of attention might be explained by
looking at the stimulus material used for the factor celebrities. Only the
picture with the strong representation displayed a prominent person (Vi-
tali Klitschko as a candidate for the mayoral election in Kiev), whereas
the ‘weak’ version showed an atmospheric ‘shot’ on a peacefully demon-
strating crowd in Kiev. Consequently, the latter was evaluated better in
terms of execution and technique, which finally led to an overall higher
intensity of attention. Drawing upon this result, it appears that depicting
a prominent person does not safeguard viewers’ attention. On the con-
trary, a picture designed interestingly in its photographic means can lead
to a higher activation than a photo of a prominent person.

Based on our theoretical considerations we assumed that, beyond the
relevance of photo news factors, individual issue relevance would also
affect the intensity of attention to an image and the subsequent reception
of the text. The results suggest a moderate influence of issue relevance on
the dependent variables (see Table 3). The most significant correlations
emerged � as expected before � between the personal issue relevance
and the intended reception of the text (seven out of eight factors). In
other words: The more important a topic was perceived by the partici-
pants, the higher their interest in the reception of the corresponding
article � a finding which unfolded in our in-depth interviews as well.
This general outcome which is independent from photographic illustra-
tions comes as no surprise, confirming the earlier results by Knobloch-
Westerwick (2007). However, the generally low level of all correlation
coefficients (see Table 3) indicates that the quality and form of illustra-
tions, represented here by photo news factors, may play a crucial role as
well: Press photos succeed in generating a first activation for the follow-
ing text reception, although this activation also may be cancelled again
because of a lack of interest in the corresponding issue. Nonetheless, to
gain a more precise insight, future research should apply multivariate
analysis in order to assess the respective influence of photo news factors
and issue relevance for the intensity of attention.

Concerning the fourth research question, a final look at the empirical
data indicates that the photo news factor violence/aggression was most
effective in activating the viewers’ attention independent from the level
of intensity. Successively, the photo news factors damage and execution/
technique have proved to be influential constructs while the factors emo-
tions and celebrities were less important, followed by unexpectedness,
sexuality/eroticism and controversy. This supports the notion that espe-
cially high quality press photos showing negative events are able to guide
the readers’ attention towards a picture and thereupon to stimulate their
interest for the associated text (see also Fretwurst, 2008).
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Table 3: Correlation between personal issue relevance and several dependent variables
(n � 202).

personal issue relevance and …

duration evaluation positive negative emotional intended
of picture of the emotional emotional non- reception
viewing picture activation activation activation of the text

damage .091 .122* � .251** � .211**
violence/aggression .104* .135* � .256** � .232**
controversy .023 .040 � � .083 .026
celebrities .051 .277** .246** � .002 .300**
unexpectedness .050 .099 .033 � .048 .140**
emotions .056 .092 � .153** � .220**
execution and technique .004 .120* � � .063 .147**
sexuality/eroticism .096 .044 .033 � .130* .289**

**p < .01 *p < .05

Linking results for communicators and recipients

Our results indicate a twofold function of photo news factors: On the
communicator’s side they are relevant criteria influencing the selection
of press photographs for publication. Looking at the audience, it seems
evident that photo news factors are a construct well suited to describe
the process of selection and the effects of pictures, which, among others,
have crucial consequences for the interest in articles. Table 4 merges the
results of our two-part study with the eight factors being arranged in
order of their importance for both groups. It should be noted that this
list does not follow a strict quantitative hierarchy, but covers a spectrum
reaching from “very important” to “less important”.

In our theoretical model (see Figure 1), the concept of photo news
factors serves as a “hinge” between journalists and readers, constituting
a vehicle for the inter-transaction between both. However, similarities
between the assessments of photo news factors are limited: The closest
agreement can be found in the low relevance both groups attribute to
the photo news factors sexuality/eroticism and controversy. These are ob-
viously least relevant for decision-making although in the first case, the
influence of social desirability during the survey situation and the obser-
vation period should not be underestimated. Nevertheless, the communi-
cators’ perception suggesting that erotic images became less important
in contemporary journalism coincides with the ratings of our readers.

Instead, both groups attribute a certain significance to the photo news
factor execution and technique. The search of stern picture editors for
aesthetic photos with high quality seems to correspond with the intensity
of attention recipients exhibit when they are confronted with premium
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Table 4: Comparison of the significance of photo news factors for communicators and
recipients.
[Source: authors]

Relevance Results Communicators Results Recipients

very Emotions Violence/Aggression
important Celebrities Execution/Technique

Execution/Technique Damage
Unexpectedness Emotions

important Violence/Aggression Celebrities
Damage Unexpectedness

less Sexuality/Eroticism Sexuality/Eroticism
important Controversy Controversy

photo material. To a somewhat lesser degree similarities exist with regard
to the photo news factor emotions. Obviously, this factor is of high im-
portance for both groups, even if photo editors seem to slightly overesti-
mate its impact on the recipients. The overt relevance of the photo news
factors damage and violence/aggression for recipients’ perceptions is not
fully reflected in the assessments of the stern picture editors although
they are still considered to be important. Conversely, the photo news
factors celebrities and unexpectedness play a major role in the decision-
making of communicators which is only partially shared by recipients.
But the overall logic of the news factors approach is confirmed for visu-
als across all parts of our study: If a picture displays a stronger represen-
tation of a photo news factor, the intensity of attention rises in almost
each case.

Discussion

Thus, we may conclude that photo news factors seem to affect both
the selection of press photographs by communicators and the level of
recipients’ interest in visuals. Looking at the history of news value theory
(Maier et al., 2010), its extension on the perception of photo journalism
is promising. In the broader process of gatekeeping (Shoemaker and
Vos, 2009), news factors complement personal attitudes, knowledge of
the topic that is to be illustrated and editorial guidelines as criteria for
the selection of press photos. In accordance with earlier research high-
lighting the explanatory power of news factors for audience behavior
(Eilders, 1997, 2006; Fretwurst, 2008; Kästner, 2008), our experimental
study confirmed the impact of photo news factors within a more com-
plex process of picture magazine use. In particular, they may exert a
decisive influence on the interest that and subsequently articles pictures
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arouse in the reader. Photo news factors thus are appreciated by readers
as indicators of relevance that facilitate the individual decision about
picture/text perception � considering the excessive wealth of informa-
tion and people’s limited capacity of attention.

Nevertheless, it must be admitted that a singular study cannot provide
sufficient evidence for the concept’s impact, especially because the role
of individual issue relevance for the selection of press photos is con-
firmed as well. Future research should take reasonable care of an appro-
priate operationalization of this construct. We suggest that any improve-
ment should put emphasis on a research design that allows for strict
controls on the basis of disjunct issues and mutually exclusive visual
stimuli. Hence, it seems reasonable to measure the individual issue rele-
vance via several items. Further investigations need to consider the in-
teraction between photo news factors and the accompanying text; in
other words: How do article and pictures contribute to the conjoint ef-
fects on the audience? Moreover, we suggest that further research should
concentrate on the interaction of several photo news factors in order to
prove effects of accumulation, as the text-based news value theory points
out. One challenge of those studies would be to find appropriate pictures
to ensure the measurement’s validity.

However, we understand the present study to be an initial effort to
integrate the concept of photo news factors into communication re-
search. Our preliminary results suggest that it may succeed as a construct
for explaining the selection and impact of images on both the communi-
cators’ and the recipients’ side.

Correspondingly, we promote a fundamental paradigm shift on a
theoretical level (Kepplinger, 1998: p. 34), moving from traditional news
value theory � primarily centered on journalistic selectivity and based
on words and texts � to a news value theory for pictures which focuses
on communicators and recipients likewise. The dynamic-transactional
approach (Früh and Schönbach, 1982; Früh and Wirth, 1992), suggested
here as a heuristic to link communicators’ and recipients’ perspectives,
offers a framework for modeling the transactions within and between the
distinct spheres of message production and perception. Future scholarly
attention should include more thoroughly the dynamic component of
the approach: Our experimental study controlled a single occasion of
photo assessment, but visual socialization is a long-term process which
involves audience learning of criteria such as photo news factors. While
communicator studies have always emphasized both the stability and
dynamics of news factor catalogues applied over and over again (Kep-
plinger, 1998), we have little insight into the development of individual
press photo perception.
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tions.

References
Döveling, K. (2005). Emotionen � Medien � Gemeinschaft: Eine Kommunikationsso-

ziologische Analyse [Emotions � Media � Society: A communicative sociological
analysis]. Wiesbaden: VS.

Eilders, C. (1996). The Role of News Factors in Media Use. Berlin: Wissenschafts-
zentrum (Discussion Paper FS III 96�104).

Eilders, C. (1997). Nachrichtenfaktoren und Rezeption. Eine empirische Analyse zur
Auswahl und Verarbeitung politischer Informationen [News factors and reception.
An empirical analysis on the selection and processing of political information].
Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Eilders, C. (2006). News factors and news decisions. Theoretical and methodological
advances in Germany. Communications: The European Journal of Communication
Research, 31(1), 5�24.

Fretwurst, B. (2008). Nachrichten im Interesse der Zuschauer. Eine konzeptionelle und
empirische Neubestimmung der Nachrichtenwerttheorie [News in the interest of the
viewers. A conceptional and empirical redefinition of news value theory]. Kon-
stanz: UVK.

Früh, W. (1991). Medienwirkungen. Das dynamisch-transaktionale Modell [Media ef-
fects. The dynamic-transactional model]. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Früh, W. (2001). Der dynamisch-transaktionale Ansatz. Ein integratives Paradigma
für Medienrezeption und Medienwirkungen [The dynamic-transactional ap-
proach. An integrative paradigm for media reception and media effects]. In
P. Rössler, U. Hasebrink, & M. Jäckel (Eds.), Theoretische Perspektiven der Rezep-
tionsforschung, pp. 11�34. München: Fischer.

Früh, H., & Fahr, A. (2006). Erlebte Emotionen. Messung von Rezipientenemotionen
am Beispiel legitimierter Gewalt im Spielfilm [Experienced emotions. Measure-
ment of recipient emotions using the example of legitimized violence in movies].
Publizistik, 51(1), 24�38.



Selection and impact of press photography 437

Früh, W., & Schönbach, K. (1982). Der dynamisch-transaktionale Ansatz. Ein neues
Paradigma der Medienwirkung [The dynamic-transactional approach. A new par-
adigm of media effects]. Publizistik, 27(1�2), 74�88.

Früh, W., & Wirth, W. (1992). Looking into the Black Box: Intolerance of Ambiguity
and Dynamic-transactional Processes in the Development of Issue-related Images.
European Journal of Communication, 7(4), 541�569.

Galtung, J., & Ruge, M. H. (1965). The Structure of Foreign News. The Presentation
of Congo, Cuba and Cyprus Crises in Four Norwegian Newspapers. Journal of
Peace Research, 51(2), 64�91.

Grittmann, E. (2007). Das politische Bild. Fotojournalismus und Pressefotografie in
Theorie und Empirie [The political image. Photo journalism and press photogra-
phy in theory and research]. Köln: Herbert von Halem.

Harcup, T., & O’Neill, D. (2001). What is news? Galtung and Ruge revisited. Journal-
ism Studies, 2(2), 261�280.

Hicks, T., Burns, J., & Fisher, I. (2009). Histories Are Mirrors: The Path Of Conflict
Through Afghanistan And Iraq. New York: Umbrage Editions.

Holtz-Bacha, C., Kutsch, A., Beck, K., & Schönbach, K. (2006). Editorial focus:
“Emotionalisierung durch Bilder” [Editorial focus: “Emotionalization through
pictures”]. Publizistik, 51(1).

Huber, O. (2005). Das psychologische Experiment: Eine Einführung [The psychological
experiment. An introduction] (4th ed.). Bern: Huber.

Kästner, E. (2008). Ein Bild sagt mehr als tausend Worte. Der Nachrichtenfaktor Visua-
lität in deutschen Fernsehnachrichten [A picture says more than a thousand words.
The news factor Visuality in German TV-news]. Saarbrücken: VDM.

Kepplinger, H. M. (1998). Der Nachrichtenwert der Nachrichtenfaktoren [The news
value of news factors]. In C. Holtz-Bacha, H. Scherer, & N. Waldmann (Eds.),
Wie die Medien die Welt erschaffen und wie die Menschen darin leben, pp. 19�38.
Opladen/Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Knieper, T. (2006). Die Flut im Wohnzimmer � Die Tsunami-Berichterstattung als
traumatischer Stressor für die bundesdeutsche Bevölkerung [The flood in the liv-
ing room � the Tsunami-coverage as traumatic stressor for the German popula-
tion]. Publizistik, 51(1), 52�66.

Knobloch, S., Hastall, M., Zillmann, D., & Callison, C. (2003). Imagery effects on
the selective reading of internet newsmagazines. Communication Research, 30(1),
3�29.

Knobloch-Westerwick, S. (2007). Kognitive Dissonanz Revisited. Selektive Zuwen-
dung zu einstellungskonsistenten und -inkonsistenten politischen Informationen
[Cognitive dissonance revisited. Selective attention to attitude-consistent and -in-
conistent political information]. Publizistik, 52(1), 51�62.

Larson, R. J., & Diener, E. (1992). Promises and problems with the circumplex model
of emotion. In M. S. Clark (Ed.), Review of Personality and Psychology, pp. 25�
59. Newbury Park: Sage.

Lippmann, W. (1964). Die öffentliche Meinung [Public opinion]. München: Rütten
� Loening.

Maier, M., & Ruhrmann, G. (2008). Celebrities in Action and Other News. News
Factors of German TV news 1992�2004. Results From a Content Analysis. Hu-
man Communication, 11(1), 201�217.

Maier, M., Stengel, K., & Marschall, J. (2010). Nachrichtenwerttheorie [News value
theory]. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

Matthes, J. (2004). Die Schema-Theorie in der Medienwirkungsforschung. Ein un-
scharfer Blick in die “Black Box”? [The schema theory in media effects research.
A fuzzy view into the “Black Box”?] Medien and Kommunikationswissenschaft,
55(4), 545�568.



438 P. Rössler, J. Bomhoff, J. F. Haschke, J. Kersten and R. Müller

Mayring, P. (2003). Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse. Grundlagen und Techniken [Qualitative
content analysis. Essentials and Techniques] (8th ed.). Weinheim: Beltz.

Östgaard, E. (1965). Factors influencing the flow of news. Journal of Peace Research,
2(1), 39�63.

Petersen, T. (2006). Lasswells Fragen und Hovelands Problem. Feldexperimente zur
Wirkung potenziell emotionalisierender Bildelemente in der Medienberichterstat-
tung [Lasswell’s questions and Hoveland’s problem. Field experiments, the effect
of potentially emotionalizing picture elements in the media coverage]. Publizistik,
51(1), 39�51.

Quandt, T. (2005). Journalisten im Netz. Eine Untersuchung journalistischen Handelns
in Online-Redaktionen [Journalists on the Web. An analysis of journalistic action
in onlinenewsrooms]. Wiesbaden: VS.

Robinson, G. J. (1973). 25 Jahre “Gatekeeper”-Forschung. Eine kritische Rückschau
und Betrachtung [25 years of “gatekeeper”-research. A critical retrospective and
examination]. In J. Aufermann, H. Bohrmann, & H. Sülzer (Eds.), Gesell-
schaftliche Kommunikation und Informationen. Forschungsrichtungen und Problem-
stellungen. Ein Arbeitsbuch zur Massenkommunikation, pp. 344�355. Frankfurt/
Main: Athenäum.

Rössler, P., Haschke, J. F., & Marquart, F. (2010). Zur Selektion und Wirkung von
Pressefotos. Eine rezipientenorientierte Untersuchung auf Basis von Fotonach-
richtenfaktoren [On the selection and effect of press photos. A recipient-
oriented analysis on the basis of photo news factors]. In C. Schemer, W. Wirth
and C. Wünsch (Eds.), Politische Kommunikation: Wahrnehmung, Verarbeitung,
Wirkung, pp. 71�96. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

Rössler, P., Kersten, J., & Bomhoff, J. (2011). Fotonachrichtenfaktoren als Instrument
zur Untersuchung journalistischer Selektionsentscheidungen [Photo news factors as
instrument for the analysis of journalistic selection decisions]. In O. Jandura, T.
Quandt, J. Vogelsang (Eds.), Methoden der Journalismusforschung, pp. 205�221.
Wiesbaden: VS.

Ruhrmann, G., & Göbbel, R. (2007). Veränderung der Nachrichtenfaktoren und Auswir-
kungen auf die journalistische Praxis in Deutschland [Changes of news factors and
consequences for the journalistic practice in Germany]. Wiesbaden: netzwerk re-
cherche.

Ruhrmann, G., Woelke, J., Maier, M., & Diehlmann, N. (2003). Der Wert von Nach-
richten im deutschen Fernsehen: Ein Modell zur Validierung von Nachrichtenfaktoren
[The value of news in German television: A model for the validation of news
factors]. Opladen: Leske � Budrich.

Sachs-Hombach, K., & Schirra, J. R. (1999). Zur politischen Instrumentalisierbarkeit
bildhafter Repräsentationen. Philosophische und psychologische Aspekte der Bild-
kommunikation [On the political instrumentalization of pictorial representations.
Philosophical and psychological aspects of image communication]. In W. Hof-
mann (Ed.). Die Sichtbarkeit der Macht. Theoretische und empirische Unter-
suchungen zur visuellen Politik, pp. 28�40. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

Schenk, M. (2007). Medienwirkungsforschung [Media effects research] (3rd ed.). Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck.

Scherer, K. R. (2001). Appraisal considered as a process of multilevel sequential check-
ing. In K. R. Scherer, A. Schorr, & T. Johnstone (Eds.), Appraisal Processes in
Emotion. Theory, Methods, Research, pp. 92�120. Oxford.

Schulz, W. (1976). Die Konstruktion von Realität in den Nachrichtenmedien. Analyse
der aktuellen Berichterstattung [The construction of reality in the news media.
Analysis of the current coverage]. Freiburg: Alber.

Schulz, W. (1982). News structure and people’s awareness of political events. Gazette,
30(3), 139�153.



Selection and impact of press photography 439

Shoemaker, P. (1991). Gatekeeping. Newbury Park: Sage.
Shoemaker, P. (1996). Hardwired for News: Using Biological and Cultural Evolution

to Explain the Surveillance Function. Journal of Communication, 46(3), 32�47.
Shoemaker, P., & Vos, T. (2009). Gatekeeping Theory. New York etc.: Routledge.
Singletary, M. W., & Lamb, C. (1984). News Values in Award-Winning Photos. Jour-

nalism Quaterly, 61(1), 104�233.
Staab, J. F. (1990a). Entwicklungen der Nachrichtenwert-Theorie. Theoretische Kon-

zepte und empirische Überprüfungen [Developments of the news value theory.
Theoretical concepts and empirical verifications]. In J. Wilke (Ed.), Fortschritte
der Publizistikwissenschaft, pp. 161�172. Freiburg: München.

Staab, J. F. (1990b). Nachrichtenwert-Theorie. Formale Struktur und empirischer Gehalt
[News value theory. Formal structure and empirical content]. Freiburg: Alber.

Weischenberg, S., Kleinsteuber, H. J., & Pörksen, B. (2005). Handbuch Journalismus
und Medien [Manual journalism and the media]. Konstanz: UVK.

Wende, J. (2001). Faktoren der Bildauswahl in Printmedien [Factors of picture selection
in print media]. Unpublished Master Thesis, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität
München, München.

Wilke, J. (1999). Die Visualisierung von Politik und politischer Macht durch Nachrich-
tenbilder [The visualization of politics und political power through news images].
In W. Hofmann (Ed.), Die Sichtbarkeit der Macht. Theoretische und empirische
Untersuchungen zur visuellen Politik, pp. 163�173. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

Wilke, J. (2009). Der Bildermarkt in Deutschland � Akteure, Vermarktungswege,
Handelsgebräuche, Markttendenzen [The image market in Germany � players,
marketing methods, trade practice, market tendencies]. In E. Grittmann, I. Nev-
erla, & I. Ammann (Eds.). Global, Lokal, Digital. Photojournalismus heute,
pp. 36�50. Köln: von Halem.

Witzel, A. (2000). The Problem-centered Interview. Forum: Qualitative Social Re-
search, 1(1). [URN: urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs0001228]

Wünsch, C. (2007). Der praktische Wert einer Metatheorie für die Kommunikations-
wissenschaft [The practical value of a meta theory for communication science]. In
W. Wirth, H.-J. Stiehler, & C. Wünsch (Eds.), Dynamisch Transaktional Denken.
Theorie und Empirie der Kommunikationswissenschaft, pp. 17�37. Köln: Herbert
von Halem.


	Title
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Theoretical foundations: news value theory
	Photo news factors

	Model for the selection and impact of press photos
	Methodology
	Communicators
	Recipients

	Results
	Communicators
	Recipients
	Linking results for communicators and recipients

	Discussion
	Bionotes



