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Visual literacy and Semiocognitive Constructs: A Sense-Making
study of Viewers’ Visual Experience

Univ Lille Nord de France, F-59000 Lille

Images of all shapes and sizes abound in our everyday lives
to the extent that we are not all always aware of what sense
we make ot them, if at all. This begs the question about
the literacy skills involved in making sense of these visual
experiences. With this in mind a study was conducted into
the declared preferences of spectators based on a concep-
tual framework investigating the effects of (social-techni-
cal] norms on users. This involved examining the works of
two leading French-speaking communication researchers,
Yves Jeanneret (2008) and Bernard Lamizet (2006), and
those of well-known English-speaking researchers Lucia-
no Floridi (2010) and George Kelly (1963).

Conceptual framework

We looked at Jeanneret’s (2008 : 159) idea of “media-text”
as the relationship between what can be expected from a
set of mediated objects and how an individual makes sense
of them. Jeanneret’s hypothesis of media-text can be but-
tressed by Gibson’s (1979: 139) idea of “affordances” as
objects that can be seen as offering “use opportunities”
to a user akin to how a “media-text” emerges as interac-
tions between what can be expected from perceived objects
and an individual’s sense-making process. Given this, we
argue that when objects of communication are coupled to
an individual's expectations, they afford opportunities for
semiocognitive constructs in a sense-making process. But,
how do “media-text affordances” occur in the first place?
An answer to this question would seem to lie in the infor-
mational nature of the “semiotic experience of events”,
defined by Lamizet (2006: 60, 271) as “unexpected facts,
or at the very least a fact non-conform to the facts that
preceded it” (Lamizet 2006 : 26). Such “events” intrigue,
worry and pry open an individual's sense of identity. The
question then arises as to the informational nature of these
“events”? In this context, Floridi's (2010: 20-21) concept
of “General Definition of Information” (GDI) sheds light on
the phenomenon of information. Floridi posits “data” as the
basic building brick of what he calls “information”. These
data are defined as “fractures in the continuum or lacks
of uniformity in the fabric” of a reality that can be infer-
red empirically from experience (Floridi 2010: 23, 69). (This
“fracture in the continuum” resonates with Lamizet's idea
of “semiotic experience of events”). Given this Floridi (2010:
20-21) argues that a GDI involves well-formed (in terms of
syntaxical rules and norms), meaningful (interpretable wit-
hin the norms of a given discourse community) data (“stuff
that can be manipulated”, Floridi, 2010 : 20). How then can
the GDI help understand the sense-making process? This
presentation advances the idea that Kelly's (1963: 120)
methodology offers an answer to the question via the dia-
logue created in constructing a cross-matching (potential
choices/preferences) “repertory grid” that documents how
an individual channels the ways he anticipates events when
making sense of them.

Research objective

Within the ambit of our conceptual framework, the main
claim of this paper is that the co-construction of semioco-
gnitive constructs via a repertory grid (Labour 2010: 83-86)
links up key concepts of Jeanneret (2010), Lamizet (2006)
and Floridi (2010) in a sufficiently coherent way in order to
better grasp an individual's “visual literacy” universe. By
visual literacy is meant the self-critical “ability to construct
meaning from visual images” (Bamford, 2003: 1. In this
sense, making sense of visual images implies a skill set
that includes interpretation of content, examination of so-
cial and ideological implications of visual images, unders-
tanding of purpose, audience and ownership and judging
the accuracy, validity and worth of what is experienced
(ibidum). On this point, this understanding of visual studies
corresponds to the writing of Visual Studies, such as Mit-
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chell (1986: 2) for whom imagery serves as “a kind of relay
connecting theories of art, language, and the mind with
conceptions of social, cultural, and political value”. In this
context, the research objective targets the links between
perceived scenic elements of a film extract, seen here as
“media-text”, and spectators’ sense-making semiocogni-
tive constructs.

Research method

A communicational situation was designed to allow spec-
tators watch a four-minute car chase, taken from an action
film they had never seen, on a computer screen put on a
desk. After having watched the extract, the spectator was
immediately interviewed for about an hour. The interview
was based on Dervin's (1999) qualitative sense-making
approach, followed by Kelly’s (1963) analytical and more
quantitative technique. After a pilot study, 20 adults were
interviewed about what sense they made of the car chase.
This led to three sets of data. The first set of data came
from the verbatim of the interview. The second set of
data was based on three short questionnaires. An initial
questionnaire established the interviewee’s film watching
preferences before watching an extract of the film. After
having watched the extract, the second questionnaire as-
ked the spectator if they wanted to see the whole the film
and what the film meant to them. The third questionnaire
came near the end of the interview to see if after talking
about the film, the spectator (still) wanted to watch the
whole of the film, or not. This final questionnaire takes into
account some inevitable bias of a semi-directive interview,
which includes the current mood of the interviewee and the
“personality style” of the interviewer. A third set of data
arose from the filling in of Kelly's (1963) “repertory grid”.
The systematic filling in of the grid allows interviewees to
succinctly express their point of views via contrastive attri-
butes followed by choosing a numerical preference on a
5-point ordinal scale. Floridi's (2010) “General Definition of
Information” appears to fit in with Kelly's (1963) operatio-
nal repertory grid methodology. In this case the grid allows
interviewees to document their personal value systems in
reference to the social norms and cinematographic stereo-
types via what they identified as meaningful “events” in a
film they had just watched. This grid filling activity, with its
attending dialogue with the interviewer, acts as a form of
“rewriting” (Jeanneret 2008: 87-88) that not only identifies
the scenic affordances of the film but also acts as a “me-
diation of sense-making”. This mediation transforms how
“cultural beings” perceive communicational objects em-
bedded in norms and value systems (Jeanneret, 2008: 87).

Results

The results of the study indicate that for the majority of the
participants, the verbal and digital explicative process had
a stabilizing effect, i.e. it reinforced their initial decision
about wishing to see the film (expressed in Questionnaire
#2). For others, the process brought out either a boome-
rang (intensification against seeing the film) or a propel-
lant effect (intensification of wanting to see the film). The
results highlights notable aspects of visual literacy in the
way the spectators emphasise, discard or are oblivious to
what some of the interviewees called the “moral aspects
of an action film” in the way it could encourage younger
or vulnerable adult viewers to carry-out the “anti-social”
behaviour portrayed on screen. The identification of these
effects sheds light on a spectator’s value-system when
making sense of perceived cultural and cinematographic
norms and in so doing they help clarify design choices for
decision aiding engineers and authors of audiovisual docu-
ments. La littératie visuelle et les construits sémiocognitifs
:une étude de création de sens de U'expérience visuelle des
spectateurs



La littératie visuelle et les construits sémiocognitifs : une étude de
création de sens de I'expérience visuelle des spectateurs

Nous sommes assaillis aujourd’hui par des images de
toutes sortes. Cette situation pose la question des com-
pétences qui favoriseraient la création de sens a partir
des expériences visuelles. Dans cette optique, une étude
a été menée a propos des préférences déclarées des spec-
tateurs selon un cadre conceptuel portant sur Ueffet des
normes véhiculées par les dispositifs sociotechniques.
L'étude s’appuie sur les travaux des Sciences de Ulnfor-
mation et de la Communication (SIC) d'Yves Jeanneret
(2008) et de Bernard Lamizet (2006) ainsi que ceux des
anglophones Luciano Floridi (2010) et George Kelly (1963).

Cadre conceptuel

Le point d’entrée du cadre est le “media-texte” de Jean-
neret (2008 : 159), c’est-a-dire le rapport entre ce qui
peut étre anticipé des objets a but communicatif et ce
qui reléve de lactivité de l'utilisateur. Cette hypothése du
média-texte peut étre étayée par le concept « d'affordance
» de Gibson (1979 : 139). Selon ce dernier, certains objets
peuvent étre percus comme porteur d'une « utilité oppor-
tune ». Cela fait ainsi écho aux interactions entre le pro-
cessus de création de sens de l'utilisateur et ses attentes
vis-a-vis des objets constituants d'un média-texte. Se pose
alors la question de l'émergence des affordances d'un
media-texte ? Une réponse se trouverait dans le carac-
tere informationnel de « U'expérience de la sémiotique de
'événement » de Lamizet (2006 : 26). Celui-ci comprend
par « événement », un fait inattendu, « tout au moins un
fait non conforme a la succession des faits qui l'ont pré-
cédé » de maniere a ce que l'identité de l'individu soit mise
en question, interrogée, inquiétée (Lamizet 2006 : 60, 271).
Quel est le caractere informationnel de cette expérience
de la sémiotique de 'événement ? Dans ce contexte, la «
Définition Générale de 'Information » (DGI) de Floridi (2010
: 20-21) éclaire le caractére de ce qui peut étre compris «
d’informationnel » en SIC. Selon Floridi, a la base de l'in-
formationnel se trouvent les « données » (data) émanant
des « fractures d'un continuum ou l'absence d’uniformité
dans la fabrique » d'une réalité inférée empiriquement par
un vécu personnel (Floridi 2010: 23, 69). Sous cet angle,
une DGI comprend des données (« choses qui peuvent
étre manipulées », Floridi, 2010 : 20) bien formée (selon
des régles et des normes de syntaxe) et signifiantes (inter-
prétable selon les normes d'une communauté de discours,
Floridi 2010 : 20-21). Comment la DGI peut-elle donc facili-
ter la compréhension du processus de la création de sens
? C'est en réponse a cette question que la méthodologie de
Kelly (1963 : 120) peut jouer un réle capital. Cette métho-
dologie permet le spectateur d’exprimer son point de vue
et de construire pour remplir une grille croisée de préfé-
rences pondérées. Cette grille documente la maniére dont
un individu fait sens d’événements lors d'un processus de
création de sens.

Objectif de recherche

En s'appuyant sur le cadre conceptuel pré-cité, cette pré-
sentation soutient l'hypothése que le processus d'élabora-
tion d'une grille croisée de Kelly (1963, voir Labour 2010:
83-86) lie les apports de Jeanneret (2010), de Lamizet
(2006) et de Floridi (2010) d’'une maniére suffisamment
cohérente pour saisir l'univers de la littéracie visuelle d'un
spectateur. Par littéracie visuelle, on entend, la capacité
de « construire le sens des images visuelles » (Bamford,
2003 : 1). Cela implique Uinterprétation du contenu, l'exa-
men des implications sociales et idéologiques des images,
la compréhension de l'objectif, 'audience et la question de
la propriété d'une image ainsi que la justesse, la validité et
la valeur de ce qui vécu (ibidum). Sur ce point, la démarche

correspond globalement a celle de Mitchell (1986 : 2) en Vi-
sual Studies. Selon ce dernier, en effet, les images servent
comme « une forme de relais entre les théories de l'art, la
langue et U'esprit associée aux valeurs sociales, culturelles
et politiques ». Dans ce contexte, 'objectif de recherche
cible les liens entre les éléments scéniques percus, de
U'extrait d'un film visionné en tant que « média-texte » et
au réle des construits sémiocognitifs dans la création de
sens du spectateur.

Méthode de recherche

Une situation communicationnelle a été concue pour per-
mettre au spectateur de visionner une course-poursuite de
4 minutes, tirée d'un film d’action qu’il n'a pas vu, sur un
écran d'ordinateur posé sur un bureau. Immédiatement
apres le visionnage, le spectateur participe a un entretien
semi-directif d’environ une heure. L'entretien est fondé
sur la démarche qualitative de sense-making de Dervin
(1999) et suivi de l'approche analytique et quantitative de
Kelly (1963). La méthode a été validée lors d’'une pré-étude
avant d'étre mise en pratique par des entretiens semi-
guidés de 20 adultes sur le sens qu'ils accordent a une
course-poursuite filmée. Trois courts questionnaires ont
permis de mieux contextualiser les propos du spectateur.
Le questionnaire #1 identifie les préférences cinématogra-
phiques du spectateur. Le questionnaire #2 demande une
réponse « a chaud » de ce que l'individu a vécu en vision-
nant la course-poursuite et si ce vécu lui donne envie de
voir le film en entier. Le spectateur est également conduit a
documenter son point de vue par l'élaboration d’une grille
croisée de choix potentiels/préférences. Le remplissage
systémique de la grille encourage le spectateur a com-
menter ses préférences et a les pondérer numériquement
sur une échelle ordinale de 5 points. Ce qui en résulte est
une grille matricielle, laquelle s’approche de la DGl de Flo-
ridi (2010) en lien a une forme textuelle de réécriture, ou «
textualisation » dirait Jeanneret (2008 : 88), portant sur les
valeurs exprimées de la part des spectateurs, vis-a-vis des
normes et des stéréotypes cinématographiques lors d'un
processus de création de sens. Selon Jeanneret (2008 : 90)
une telle textualisation constitue un repéere majeur dans la
compréhension des « étres culturels » par l'intermédiaire
d’une « réécriture continue », en l'occurrence concernant
les affordances scéniques percues lors du visionnage de
'extrait du film. Le questionnaire #3 pose a nouveau la
question de savoir si le spectateur souhaite voir le film en
entier et ce qu'il pense de U'entretien. Ce dernier question-
naire permet de prendre en compte les inévitables biais
d’une situation d’entretien.

Résultats

Les résultats de 'étude indiquent que pour la majorité des
spectateurs interrogés, lexplicitation verbale et numé-
rique des préférences a un effet stabilisateur (renforce-
ment de la décision initiale exprimée en Questionnaire #2).
Pour d’'autres, cependant, cette explicitation développe un
effet boomerang (atténuation de Uintensité de la décision
initiale] ou un effet propulseur (amplification de linten-
sité de la décision initiale). Du point de vue de la littératie
visuelle, certains spectateurs soulignent les « aspects mo-
raux d'un film d’action » qui peuvent inciter des jeunes ou
des adultes vulnérables a reproduire certaines « actions
antisociales » d'un film de ce genre. Ces résultats éclairent
le processus décisionnel des utilisateurs de médias et
fournissent des pistes en termes d'aide a la décision pour
le concepteur d'une ceuvre audiovisuelle.
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VISUAL LITERACY AND SEMIOCOGNITIVE CONSTRUCTS :
A SENSE-MAKING STUDY OF VIEWER'S EXPERIENCE

We are bombarded everyday with visual images of all shapes and sizes. It would be short-sighted to consider these images as
devoid of norms and values given the cost of creating them and their increasing ubiquity. How then can these images influence
viewers’ semiocognitive constructs? What are the literacy skills involved in making sense of these visual experiences?

In response to these questions, Jeanneret (2008: 193-201) outlines three cultural topologies regarding the social circulation of
mediated “intelligences and truths”. First, there are the cultural Have’s and Have-not’s where recipients at the lower end of
a cultural hierarchy receive a purported “impure” culture. The second cultural topology promotes the virtues of a barrierless
access to culture by advocating peer-to-peer, horizontal exchanges that unite cultural resources and decry that which casts them
asunder. The third mediated topology is described as a “cafeteria” where users seize cultural artefacts put within their reach. To
do this, artefacts are placed at the “same level” for maximum accessibility and proximity. In each of the three cases different
sociotechnical norms govern mediated resources and user responses. What each cultural topology values as important differs;
whether it be the vertically hierarchical notion of cultural “transmission” from the Have’s to the Have-nots, the horizontal peer-
to-peer sharing or the self-service “cafeteria” approach to media creation and usage. In this sense, it can be said that Information
and Communication Technology (ICT) conveys sociotechnical “norms” (prescribed and proscribed conventions and expectations
that guide an individual’s “actions”, in the broad sense of the term, in a given situation) and “values” (that which can be
considered as worthwhile in terms of time, effort or ethical principles) as cultural artefacts embedded in a “communicational
framework™ (see below).

With this is mind we present 20 case studies that examine how the sense making process of film viewers can lead to
semiocognitive constructs with reference to more or less shared cultural norms and cinematographic codes from an Information
and Communication Sciences (ISC) perspective. The case studies are presented in four parts, starting with the conceptual
framework of the study, followed by its research objectives. The grounding having been set, the research method and the results
are then presented.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Our study rests on certain key terms in an endeavour to identify the apparent effects of a sequence from an action film linked to
viewers’ semiocognitive constructs. In this context, the term “semiocognitive construct” is considered as an emerging outcome
stemming from a sense-making process based, in part, on apparent perceived “affordances” i.e. semiotic elements that attract
attention where global “meaning is observed before the substance and surface, the color and form are seen as such” (Gibson,
1979: 134). Such affordances are seen as offering opportunities for use in a given situation (Gibson’s 1979: 139). From an ICS
perspective, a key facet of a holistically perceived affordance can be found, in part, in its ostension (from the Latin, “to show™)
i.e. the way in which a configuration of phenomena can suggest an apparent “offer of metacommunication and communicational
intent” (Jeanneret, 2008: 167). In this sense, semiocognitive constructs, which is hypothesised as expressions of underlying
value systems, are associated to a “communicational framework that structures and affords social exchanges” (Jeanneret, 2008:
19-20). Such frameworks provide opportunities and constraints (via more or less shared norms, values, artefacts, etc.) for
cultural beings to create resources and situations in their mutual interactions as sense-makers.

The idea of visual literacy, when viewing a film as a culturally mediated artefact, refers to learned cultural skills which accept
that “one form of sense making does not override others” given that visual images are inherently polysemic (Note 2011: 1-2).
In this vein, Bamford (2003: 1) describes visual literacy as a self-critical “ability to construct meaning from visual images” in
the interpretation of content, examination of social and ideological implications of visual images, understanding of purpose,
audience and ownership and judgment of the accuracy, validity and worth of what is experienced. This understanding of visual
literacy corresponds to the writings of those in Visual Studies, such as Mitchell (1986: 2) for whom imagery serves as a kind of
“relay connecting theories of art, language, and the mind with conceptions of social, cultural, and political values”.

Based on the concepts of visual literacy, semiocognitive constructs and communicational framework, the study seeks to
understand the dynamics between scenic elements of a film and viewers’ sense-making processes that can create, what Jeanneret
(2008 : 159) calls, a “media-text”, i.e. the relationship between what can be expected from a mediated artefact and how an
individual makes sense of them. But, where do media-texts spring from? An answer to this question lies in the informational
nature of the “semiotic experience of events” (Lamizet, 2006: 60, 271). The author defines such events as “unexpected facts,
or at the very least a fact non-conform to the facts that preceded it” that intrigue, worry and pry open an individual’s sense of
identity (Lamizet, 2006: 26). From an ICS perspective, the question arises about the “informational” nature of these events.
In this context, Floridi’s (2010: 20-21) concept of “General Definition of Information” (GDI) sheds light on the informational
nature of a visual experience. To do this, Floridi posits “data” as the basic building brick of the phenomenon of “information”.
These data are defined as “fractures in the continuum or lacks of uniformity in the fabric” of reality, which can be inferred
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VISUAL LITERACY AND SEMIOCOGNITIVE
CONSTRUCTS: A SENSE-MAKING STUDY OF
VIEWERS’ VISUAL EXPERIENCE

empirically from experience (Floridi 2010: 23, 69). (This “fracture in the continuum” resonates with Lamizet’s idea of “a fact
non-conform to the facts that preceded it”). Given this Floridi (2010: 20-21) argues that a GDI is made up of well-formed (in
terms of syntaxical norms), meaningful (interpretable within the norms of a discourse community) data (“stuff that can be
manipulated”, Floridi, 2010: 20). How then can a GDI help understand the sense-making process of a media-text? We argue here
that Kelly’s (1963: 120) triadic repertory grid methodology is one way of documenting a viewer’s “media-text” in terms of a GDI
approach. Within this framework, the main claim of the paper is that the emergence of semiocognitive constructs via a repertory
grid (cf. Labour 2010: 83-86) — as a formal expression of an individual’s media-text — marshals key concepts found in Jeanneret
(2010), Lamizet (2006) and Floridi (2010) in a sufficiently coherent way when seeking to grasp a viewer’s visual experience. In
this situation, the viewer is seen as a “condensed product” of a broader social process (Lahire, 2006: 17).

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

Steinar Kvale (1996: 183) points out that interviewee’s statements are not like “gathering small stones off a beach” but co-
authored with an interviewer. In this sense, the idea of an “interview effect” implies that a communicational framework exists
with norms that govern, for example, pragmatic discourse skills such as in speaking/listening turn taking, verbal gaps, overlaps,
hedging and discourse markers to avoid conversational breakdown. Added to this, in this study, interviewees knew they would
be involved in an academic research project where they would be speaking to an interviewer who had been their lecturer four
months before (but in a domain that had nothing to do with the research at hand). These factors could result in the Hawthorne
effect, whereby a researcher’s attention to people being observed directly modifies their responses. In short, a research situation
purveys social norms and values, which could influence the replies of interviewees. It was for these reasons that the first research
objective zeroed in on the apparent effects of a communicational framework that allowed spectators to watch a four-minute car
chase sequence taken from an action film. This led to the creation of Research Objective #1 if a research interview process is seen
as a communicational framework — which structures and facilitates (with its attendant norms and values) social exchanges — what
are its apparent effects on viewers’ responses?

The study into possible “interview effects” goes beyond a methodological preoccupation about research techniques. It is
hypothesized that these effects can also be explained in how viewers make sense of a filmed car chase through a “crowded
European city centre” in terms of how semiocognitive constructs portray cinematographic “codes” (rules that decipher a set of
signs e.g. hairstyles, dress code) and stereotypes (a form of categorisation based on identifying similarities, and underplaying
differences, among a given set of entities e.g. of “CIA agents” in film fiction in terms of other entities e.g. “criminals” in film
fiction) vis-a-vis societal norms about driving on public roads, the role of the police in society and whether action-films encourage
(or not) anti-social behaviour. This sense-making process draws on an individual’s visual literacy skills in “deciphering actions,
objects, and symbols experienced in the environment and enjoying achievements of visual expression” (Note, 2011: 1). This gave
rise to Research Objective #2 — what do viewers’ verbalized semiocognitive constructs (about an action film) tell us about how
they appear to make sense of cinematographic codes and cultural norms? To do this, viewers’ responses about their audiovisual
experience were construed as media-texts in a situation where they were free to enjoy the experience as they wished. This type
of experience is, however, not as “free” (in the sense of “arbitrary”) as it may first appear. From an ICS point of view, such
audiovisual experiences are associated with cultural norms and values of what can be considered as an acceptable “entertaining”
action-film. These norms form part of what affords “individual access to cultural choices embedded in the logistic dimension of
a mediated artefact” (Jeanneret, 2008: 193).

RESEARCH METHOD

Of Jeanneret’s (2008: 193-201) three cultural topologies (see above) our study leans towards the self-service, “cafeteria” norms
and values that place mediated artefacts within easy reach of viewers. In this case, viewers watched a four-minute car chase
taken from the action film, Vantage Point (2008), which the viewers had never seen. The sequence shows a man in a black suit,
frantically driving a small blue car behind a police car with sirens blaring and careering through a jam-packed city centre with
its two occupants dressed in police uniforms shooting at the blue car behind them. The car chase was screened on a 17-inch
computer screen that was placed on an office desk in front of a comfortable chair. The sequence was viewed individually by
each viewer in the interviewer’s office. The same interviewer conducted all the interviews, which were tape recorded and lasted
about 60 minutes.

Following a study conducted using a similar research method about how air traffic controllers interpret data from their radar
screens (Labour, 2010), a new pilot study concerning potential film viewers revealed that they identified the pursuer as the “good
guy” and the two pursued men as the “bad guys”. After the pilot study, 20 adults were interviewed about what sense they made
of the car chase. Before watching the sequence, the broad objectives of the study were explained to the viewer, following this, the
person filled in an informed consent form and a close-ended questionnaire about leisure and driving preferences (Questionnaire
#1). The instruction to the viewers was: “Please watch the film and tell me what you think about it as if you were talking to
an acquaintance who wanted to know if it was worthwhile watching”. The viewer then saw the car chase and immediately
afterwards filled in Questionnaire #2, about if s/he wanted to see the whole the film and what the car chase meant to the person.
This served as a launching pad for a semi-guided interview.
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VISUAL LITERACY AND SEMIOCOGNITIVE
CONSTRUCTS: A SENSE-MAKING STUDY OF
VIEWERS’ VISUAL EXPERIENCE

A number of data sets emerged from the interview situation. Apart from the responses of questionnaires #1 and #2, there was
also verbatim data from the interviews based on Dervin’s (1999) qualitative sense-making approach in conjunction with Kelly’s
(1963) analytical, and partly quantitative, triadic repertory grid methodology (cf. Atherton, 2011). In terms of conversational
analysis norms, the role of the interviewer was that of a non-confrontational active listener (for a more detailed description see
Labour, 2011).

1 Pursuer | Pursued Passer-bys 5
(similitude attributes) [dissimilitude attributes)
Motorised 1 1 ' 5 On foot
Police 1 2 -+ Open minded
Sadness 1 2 4 Colourful
Blatant visibility 1 2 5 Obscure mass
Close up shot 1 1 s Panoramigue shot
“Buckled” vehicles 1 3 4 Mellow
Faces 1 1 5 Anonymous forms
Sign of recognition 2 1 5 Anonymous clothing
Enclosed victims 1 4 4 Alive
Law abiding 2 s 2 Law breaking

Table 1. Example of a viewer's responses documented in a triadic repertory grid

The progressively constructed grid allows interviewees to succinctly crystallise their points of view by putting forward similitude-
dissimilitude dyadic attributes (see Table 1 above). This is followed by the viewer selecting a numerical preference on a five-
point ordinal scale. In using the grid in a media-text building process, each chosen item has a unique and personal sense for the
person. The coupling of viewers’ verbalised attributes to a numeric preference scale, commented on by the person, represents an
effective operational mode for Floridi’s (2010) General Definition of Information based on “well-formed, meaningful data”. The
grey elements of Table 1 (above) indicate viewers’ declared preference after having crystallized their point of view via different
verbalised dyadic (similitude-dissimilitude) attributes established by comparing the sense accorded to the Pursuer, Pursued and
Passer-bys (for a more detailed explanation see Labour, 2011). This filling in of the grid acts as a form of “rewriting” (Jeanneret
2008: 87-88) that identifies the scenic affordances of the film and documents the outcome of the interview. According to Jeanneret
(2008: 72) this rewriting socialises an interpretation of a text, allows the text to migrate from one social context to another and
makes it easier to handle when becoming part of other cultural entities. A semiocognitive analysis of the responses in the
repertory grid permitted the extrapolation of an individual’s value system, notably through their declared preferences (in grey).
Finally, Questionnaire #3 came near the end of the interview to see if after talking about the film, the spectator (still) wanted to
watch the film in its entirety, or not. This last question was then compared to the previous response given in Questionnaire #2.

The data coding and analysis took into account the communicational framework of the interview by confronting bottom-up
analytical field data with the top-down research framework. This led to building “interpretative analytic” categories (Paillé &
Mucchielli 2008: 248, 271-273) by identifying interrelationships between apparent data regularity and irregularity in the way
viewers’ made sense of perceived “events” during the car chase in terms of cinematographic (and societal) norms and values.
In more operational terms, this involved looking for unifying elements that appear to link up a number of disjointed data. What
is important here, is the qualitative coherence of an interrelationship of data. It is in using such a qualitative approach that the
analytical approaches of Floridi (2010) and Kelly (1963) can dovetail with the more global frameworks of Jeanneret (2010),
Lamizet (2006) and Dervin (1999).

RESULTS

Research Objective #1 focused on the apparent normative effects of a research “communicational framework”. In terms of this,
there appear to be three different effects that could be, in part, attributed to a communicational framework where viewers can
verbalise their visual experience.

Firstly, the results of the study indicate that for many viewers, the conditions that allowed the viewing of the car chase and the
exchanges with the interviewer appeared to have a stabilizing effect, i.e. it reaffirmed their initial decision about the film. What
transpires from the interpretation of the data is that the verbalizing process clarifies and structures the initial visual experiences
of viewers.
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Secondly, the interview situation seems to have amplified viewers’ initial (negative or positive) decisions about the car chase.
One group of viewers expressed an increased desire not to see the film. The exchanges during the interview made them relive
uncomfortable emotional experiences or reminded them of their indignation when watching the film. The interview situation
appeared to have created dissonant semiocognitive constructs akin to what film specialist Frank Manchel (1990: 543) calls, a
boomerang effect against what was experienced. The studies following Festinger (1957: 14) define cognitive dissonance as
arising when a person is confronted with stressful and unresolved conflicting cultural norms and values from past experiences,
internal inconsistencies in the person’s thinking process or a conflict between what the person does in public and in what s/he
privately believes.

Thirdly, for another group of viewers, reliving the audiovisual event enhanced their wish to see the film in its entirety. Some
explained they wanted to increase the dramatic thrills they felt due to the stunts they saw in the car chase (special effects factor).
Others said that in spite of the “dangerous car chase” they still wanted to see the film in order to find out what happened to the
main characters of the film (scenario factor). In both cases, we named this the propellant effect.

Other explanations can be found to interpret the data by taking a visual literacy angle. It was in this context that Research
Objective #2 examined the sense making elements that influenced viewers’ decision to see the film in its entirety. The data
shows that for the same decision to see the film, or not, viewers offered contrary value judgements. Inversely, similar value
judgments among viewers gave rise to different decisions about the film. These summary results underline the complexity of
semiocognitive constructs and the need, for example, to identify the affordances that attracted the attention of viewers. In this
case, it turns out that viewers focussed on the hero-pursuer and the anonymous passer-bys in the background. The relationship
between these two characters appears to act as viewers’ sense making soundboard.

The unconditional fans of the car chase were fascinated by the driving stunts, speculated on the make of cars used in the scene
and wondered if cars would be able to withstand the stunts in off-screen life, especially in a busy city centre. Clearly, for them
the car chase was mind relaxing entertainment to “chill out” after a hard day’s work. When asked about how they felt about
watching an action film on a computer screen, the fans said they effectively watched action films in this way when they were by
themselves. That said, they preferred to go to the cinema to see this type of film for the quadraphonic sound and to share the event
with friends. In short, the enjoyment of a film does not just depend on the technical quality of the film or the intrinsic excellence
of the actors, but also on the social viewing environment. This in itself may not be new, but it does show how the research method
pinpointed important details about viewers’ audiovisual experiences.

The results also show how these viewers picked out sense making details such as the make and age of the cars used in the scene,
the fact that the pursuer was probably the “good guy” because of his “secret agent” earpiece, his “James Bond” like hairstyle and
stylish black suit. Some spotted a micro-sequence of an American-flag lapel pin on the pursuer’s suit. This led the fans of the
action film to correctly conclude that the pursuer was a CIA operative. For one fan, the lapel pin was interpreted as a “Sheriff’s
badge” and a metallic wrist chain bracelet, worn by one of the men dressed as police officers, as “handcuffs”. According to these
viewers, the two pursued men, dressed as police officers and driving a police car, were the “bad guys” because they had severe
short back and sides haircuts like the “swarthy criminals and convicts” one sees in television series, such as Prison Break (2009).
The fact that the pursuers broke traffic laws and shot at the blue car behind them confirmed the idea that they were the “baddies”
in a fictional film. What made the car chase “fictional” was the fact that the norms and values of “real life” did not apply to the
film, which was described as “harmless escapist fun, nothing to do with reality”. Some were convinced that the car chase was,
in fact, a television advertisement vaunting the robust features of a make of car. However, this “spills and thrills” level of visual
literacy went further for some viewers.

One viewer, aficionado of car shows and action films, theorised about two types of cinematographic car chases. First, there are
car chases like in the film Bullitt (1968) that are like “Formula 1 cars on a racetrack. The challenge is mainly to keep control of
a car at top speed on a relatively “open” road. Then, there are car chases, like the one he had just seen, which are more like “car
rallies” where the challenge is in dodging obstacles, such as passer-bys, tables and chairs and oncoming traffic, especially for the
pursuer, who cannot really choose his route. The fan’s personal preference was for the “car rally” because it is less predictable.
Another person explained that while he wanted to see the film, he would feel guilty about admitting this to someone who had
been involved in a car crash in some way. In this more reflective account of the car chase, the passer-bys were implicitly part
of the individual’s semiocognitive constructs, albeit as secondary elements of the backdrop or as a sort of taboo. This contrasts
sharply with more critical viewers who felt there was an inevitable relationship between “on-screen” and “off-screen” lives.

Many viewers were indignant at seeing the “callous way” in which the protagonists of the car chase treated passer-bys. They
described the film as showing how some police officers behave as if they were above the law to blithely ignore traffic laws and
irresponsibly endanger the lives of ordinary citizens going about their everyday lives. To back up their argument, some viewers
pointed out that at least one woman was injured by the car chase and this should not have been shown in an action film. Other
viewers, who did not mention the micro-scene of the injured woman, critised the film for not showing how car chases can have
disastrous effects on human life. Had this been done, it would serve as a warning to would-be copycats in off-screen life. This,
they felt was important in a “fast-moving, individualist society” where people bypass the laws they wish. In this sense, the car
chase symbolises how “police officers” (in fact only the pursuer was a “real” police officer) think they are free to break certain
laws in order to stop others breaking the law. These critics of the car chase described what they saw as hackneyed but hyper-
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realist. In effect, some viewers explained that watching a high speed car chase is best done on a “big screen where the zoom is
less intense” and this lessens a sense of “visual violence”. They ended their comments with the recommendation that “fragile
adults” and adolescents should not watch this type of film in case they think that what they see on-screen can be easily done
off-screen.

At the end of the interview, the viewers were asked to choose with which character they identified the most in the car chase.
Nearly half of the viewers chose the passers-bys. This was a little surprising given that many viewers found it more difficult to
talk about the passer-bys compared to the “James Bond” style pursuer and the two “swarthy criminal-looking” pursued men. It
seems that the preferences for the passer-bys were largely based on emotions of indignation or grudgingly admitted excitement
felt during the car chase. This suggests that even if the ostention of passer-bys appears to be secondary, for many viewers they
serve as a sense-making soundboard. As secondary as passer-bys may seem to be in the car chase, they nevertheless act as a
reference point in creating a semiocognitive depth of field of perceived events. This is a significant element when understanding
how viewers make sense of their audiovisual experiences. Those that preferred the hero-pursuer explained their choice by a
more “rational” criterion of wanting to side with the legitimate representative of the law.

These results show how viewers’ identify cultural norms (e.g. respect of passer-bys) and cinematographic codes (e.g. hairstyles)
and what social and educational value they accord to them. In this sense, on-screen violence was not seen as “morally neutral”

by those who felt there is an inevitable bleed-through effect between on- and off-screen realities.

CONCLUSION

This paper examined two research objectives. The first objective had a methodological slant to establish the extent of discernible
communicational effects on the semiocognitive constructs of 20 people who viewed a high speed “cops and robbers” car chase.
It turns out that the more or less shared norms and values of the interview situation gave rise to the boomerang, stabilisation and
propulsion effects. The second objective focused on the way viewer’s made sense of cinematographic norms and codes. The
data showed that viewer’s media-text, inferred from a constructed, information-driven repertory grid, identified a sense-making
soundboard in the relationship between the designated hero of the film and the passer-bys in the background.

Two forms of visual literacy can be inferred from viewers’ responses. A first group separated the life threatening, law-breaking
behaviours on-screen life from the norms of off-screen life. A second group highlighted the inevitable bleed-through effects
between on-screen and off-screen lives. This group recognised, often grudgingly, the undeniable emotional thrills of action films.

Amongst the limits of this study, there is the issue of conducting interviews with “similar” types of viewers. In this case, the
viewers were adults reading for a third year Bachelor’s degree course who had a relatively articulate and developed sense of
visual literacy. It would be interesting to look at how less schooled viewers and those from diverse cultural backgrounds make
sense of their audiovisual experience from an ICS and visual literacy angle. This could be done by examining the operational
implications and pragmatic effects between a “General Definition of Information” (Floridi, 2010) and the idea of “media-text”
(Jeanneret, 2008). One way of doing this is through research methodologies, such as that of Betrand Lahire (2006 : 696) who
considers how apparent “resemblances and dissemblances” between and within individuals can influence the use, or the putting
on “stand-by”, of semi-conscious interpretative schemata (via their norms, codes and values) in the heat of action tied to a given
social context.
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