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ABSTRACT
The article presents the results of a study based on the theory of visual literacy, in which 
respondents were presented with two journalistic photographs. Scientifi c objective: Investigation 
the possibility of receiving the journalistic content contained in the press photo, the ability to 
read the message of the photograph, the impact of the image on the emotions of the recipient 
and the need to use the word to understand the photographic message. Research methods: 
Critical methodology of research on visuality, quantitative research using the CAWI technique 
(Computer Assisted Web Interviews) on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people, representative 
of Poles aged 18 and more due to gender, age and size of the place of residence. Results and 
conclusion: The recipients’ diffi culties in reading the content of the photographic message and 
the low impressionistic value of the image have been proved. Cognitive value: The results 
obtained confi rm the need to use the word in the visual message.
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Pervasive visual communication, rhetoric, sociology or culture emphasise the value of the 
image in the private and social space. The strength of this form of communication is so 

great and at the same time common that the question asked by W.J. Mitchell sounded strongly 
and reasonably. He asked: “What Do Pictures Want?” The author emphasises that the impact of 
visual messages on the recipient results mainly from the relation that the viewer builds on his 
own in contact with the image and the ideas that accompany this encounter. The impact of the 
image is therefore possible only with the help of man and in his actions (Mitchell, 2013, p. 43). 
It is worth asking about the ability to read the content of the image and the conscious building of 
the said relation by the viewer. This question seems particularly justifi ed in the context of press 
photography, which is a journalistic statement.

The press, both traditional and electronic, commonly uses photographs called press or 
journalistic photography. This is a characteristic type of image, the purpose of which is to inform 
the recipient about the facts and events recorded in the photo and about people important from 
the point of view of the journalistic message. It is a kind of message that visualizes events, and 
at the same time also explains and sometimes evaluates the presented facts (Barret, 2014; Piekot, 
2006; Potocka, 2010; Wolny-Zmorzyński, 2010, 2015). So, if press photography informs and at 
the same time infl uences the recipient in the relation he is building, which results in individual 
views, judgements, and sometimes even actions, it is worth considering whether the viewer in the 
contact with the photo can read the content contained therein. The aim of the paper is to examine the 
possibility of receiving a journalistic message conveyed by a press photo. The analysis conducted 
is to answer the following questions:

• Is the recipient aware of the journalistic content contained in the photo?
• Can he/she read the context of the event shown?
• Is the caption attached to the photograph necessary to understand the message?
• Does visual content affect the reader’s emotions?

Visual literacy in the context of press photography
The term visual literacy means the ability to “read”, interpret and understand information presented 
in pictorial form and at the same time the ability to present information as a visual message 
(Chauvin, 2003, p. 119; Heinich, Molenda, Russell, & Smaldino, 1999, p. 64; Starakiewicz, 
2017, p. 71; Wieczorek-Tomaszewska, 2014, p. 3; Wileman, 1993, p. 114). This “reading” refers 
to the word literacy meaning the ability to read and understand the text. Translating this concept 
into a visual context, it can be interpreted as understanding the content of the image “even 
limited to elements of iconographic analysis, i.e. understanding of motifs, allegories, situations 
(anecdotes) etc.” (Starakiewicz, 2017, p. 78). An important aspect of the phenomenon also seems 
to be the fact that this ability also includes the social reading of the meaning of images. This 
means that the same visual messages can be interpreted differently or e unintelligible in cultural 
areas different from the author or source of communication (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2008; Pater-
-Ejgierd, 2013).

It is worth asking the question about the meaning of a word in the theory and practice of 
the use of visual reading. In the Polish reality, visual education, especially at the level of basic 
education, but also in further general education, is virtually absent. Therefore, it is diffi cult to 
require the recipient to be able to fully or at least deeply recognise visual meanings. In addition, 
in the case of press photography, which is a contribution to the deliberations underway, the 
character on the photograph and the time and place of the photograph are often important. To 
communicate this knowledge to the recipient, it is often necessary to use the word. A caption or 
a headline connected with the image may also strengthen the persuasive meaning of the visual 
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message, broaden its meaning or even give it a new meaning (Szylko-Kwas, 2017). Taking into 
account all the indicated premises and the generally accepted conviction of the unity of image 
and text in the media message (Barthes, 1977, pp. 15–31; Barthes, 1985, pp. 293–295; Kampka, 
2014, pp. 5–15; Pisarek, 2008, p. 377), it should be assumed that in the fi eld of media studies, 
reading of press photography is combined with the accompanying text, although the supremacy 
of one of the forms or the equivalence of this relationship is not stated. This relationship is 
important for understanding press photography as a journalistic statement, meaning a message 
which, combining visual and textual code, creates a whole that transmits information (depending 
on the chosen genre only as an informational message or as a journalistic message) to mass 
audience. Such constructed statement is a multimodal message (more on this topic Kawka, 2016; 
Kress & van Leeuwen, 1998; Kress & Ogborn, 1998; Maćkiewicz, 2017), which in this case 
combines two semiotic systems – image and text. Depending on the visual competence of the 
recipient and his/her knowledge, the image may or may not be understandable on its own.

Methodology
Gillian Rose, describing the critical methodology of research on visuality and writing about press 
photography, clearly underlines the role of the audience in the ways of reading the content of the 
image. She points out that “the audience also brings discourses that affect the reception of visual 
materials” (Rose, 2015, pp. 234–235). In the media multimodal transmission, she proposes an 
analysis in three areas within which content that can be recognised by the recipient is created. 
These are: image production area, image itself and reception. According to Rose, these areas 
should be combined with the three modalities distinguished by her: technological, compositional 
and social. The fi rst refers to the manner and circumstances of the image that directly affect the 
reception of its content. The second concerns the properties of the message, which through its 
content, colour and spatial organisation infl uence its understanding. Social modality covers the 
whole spectrum of social and political relations and practices through which it is seen and used. 
The author also talks about economic relations which, in her explanation, in the case of press 
photography, seem less important, which is why they were omitted. (Rose, 2015, pp. 33–47). The 
scope of each modality varies depending on the area concerned. In connection with the research 
questions posed for the needs of the analysis, selected aspects of the highlighted areas will be 
discussed along with the modalities assigned to them.

In order to analyse the area of receptivity, quantitative surveys were conducted using CAWI 
(Computer Assisted Web Interviews) on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people, representative 
of Poles aged 18 and more due to gender, age and size of the place of residence. The survey was 
carried out by the Ariadna nationwide research panel on 9–12 March 2018. The questionnaire 
contained nine questions about the knowledge of the image and the event (two questions), as well 
as the reading of the image content (seven questions). The respondents fi rst saw one of the photos 
randomly (the minimum access time to the photo was 10 seconds and then each respondent decided 
when he/she wanted to go to the questions), and then they answered the next four questions. 
Then they saw the same photo again for a minimum of 5 seconds and answered further questions 
about the image’s impact on emotions. The same procedure applied to the second photo, which 
was displayed just after the questions regarding the fi rst image were answered. Metrics was 
also attached to the questionnaire, which took into account gender, age, education and size of 
respondents’ place of residence.

The research material are two press photographs with accompanying captions. Both concern 
the event widely discussed by the Polish media – the deposition of Antoni Macierewicz, Minister 
of National Defence, which took place on 9 January 2018. This decision of the Prime Minister 
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Mateusz Morawiecki appointed a month earlier was a surprise and gave rise to many questions 
that the media tried to answer. That is why the topic appeared in many media for the next few 
weeks. The fi rst photo was published on 10 January 2018 in Gazeta Polska Codziennie (GPC) 
on page three (Fig. 1) (the fi rst column there was a photo of all ministers, including the Prime 
Minister). The second photo of the same date comes from Gazeta Wyborcza (GW) and was 
placed on the fi rst page (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1. Gazeta Polska Codziennie, 2018, 10 January, p. 3

Fig. 2. Gazeta Wyborcza, 2018, 10 January, p. 1
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Analysis results
Production area
The compositional modality, understood as a genre of visual expression, is important in reading 
the content of press photography in the indicated area. In both cases, we deal with informational 
photography1. Photo published in GPC illustrates the ceremony at the Presidential Palace, 
during which new ministers were appointed. The photograph on the fi rst column of GW shows 
the ceremony of handing over the duties of the head of the Ministry of National Defence. Both 
photos directly illustrate the presented event. The selected frame and focus emphasise the main 
characters and the event taking place. Photo editors have chosen shots that focus attention on the 
illustrated facts, although they are different views on this event. Mariusz Błaszczak – the main 
character of the event – in GPC is shown against other ministers, while in GW we see him in the 
company of soldiers and the leaving minister Antoni Macierewicz. Detailed content analysis can 
be found in the part concerning the area of the image itself. However, it is worth emphasising 
the role of the caption accompanying the image, which is connected with the social modality, 
understood as “social and political identities involved in its creation” (Rose, 2015, p. 38). In the 
immediate vicinity of both photos there is a title and a lead, while the caption is a small element 
of the whole. In the case of the fi rst photograph, we read about the “reconstruction earthquake”, 
which underlines the major and unexpected change in the government. The biggest and, as is 
clear from the lead, unjustifi ed decision is the deposition of Antoni Macierewicz, which the author 
describes as getting rid of the minister of national defence, and at the same time considers it the 
success of President Andrzej Duda and his adviser General Jerzy Kraszewski, who “breathed 
a sigh of relief” after this deposition. Gazeta Polska Codziennie is a journal with right-wing 
sympathies and supporting the actions of Law and Justice party (PiS). However, the indicated 
text is critical and emotional. While the photo and the caption directly below it (“Minister Błaszczak 
appointed to be the Minister of National Defence”) are purely informational, the accompanying 
text is clearly persuasive. Gazeta Wyborcza is a journal with anti-government views. As in the 
previous case, the photograph published here is accompanied by the informational caption “The 
new head of the Ministry of Defence, Mariusz Błaszczak, and the previous minister Antoni 
Macierewicz”. However, visually, the title and the lead are more important. They speak of the 
punishment of Macierewicz by Jarosław Kaczyński. The supposed reason for the punishment 
is excessive independence of the former minister, and in addition, reluctance of Prime Minister 
Mateusz Morawiecki and President Andrzej Duda towards him. GW texts are less emotional, 
but based on conjecture and hypothesis, which also indicates the journalistic nature of the 
statement.

Image area
Both selected photographs are published in colour. This technological modality indicates the 
informational nature of the photograph illustrating a selected political event. In both cases, close 
shots draw the recipient’s attention to the main characters to show those who, in the case of 
speaking in general about government reconstruction, are the most important, that is – referring 

1 Kazimierz Wolny-Zmorzyński names it a press photo, which he defi nes as an independent photograph 
whose aim is to “quickly provide information to the recipient (in the press or on the Internet) about an event that 
takes place in the fragment of reality depicted in the photograph” (Wolny-Zmorzyński, 2007, p. 68).
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to social modality – they are the most interesting ones. In the case of the depicted event, the 
remaining changes, so mainly the deposition of ministers Witold Waszczykowski, Konstanty 
Radziwiłł and Jan Szyszka were expected, while the change in the Ministry of Defence was 
surprising. Therefore, Antoni Macierewicz, previously known as irremovable, was interesting. 
However, in this case the compositional structure is the most important modality. The photograph 
published in GPC is a typical photo of the ceremony related to the appointment of the Council of 
Ministers. In the foreground, we can see ministers standing in a row with Prime Minister Mateusz 
Morawiecki at the end and the newly appointed head of the Ministry of National Defence, 
Mariusz Błaszczak, returning after the swearing-in. All the people visible in the photo applaud. 
The content of the picture is quite obvious – it is a photograph from the offi cial event. No 
visual interventions have been applied that could strengthen the reception of the message or 
add new content to it. The image in GW is different. In general, it illustrates the same event, 
but a completely different fragment of it and another look at it. The protagonists of the picture 
are the soldiers saluting with the banner to Minister Blaszczak standing in the foreground. In 
the background, former head of the Ministry of Defence, Antoni Macierewicz, is standing with 
his head down. His whole fi gure is not visible, only the head and part of the arm. He is like 
a shadow behind the new minister who performs the same gestures at the same moment. Not in 
the foreground, but still present. This procedure, when we see both politicians in one frame, is 
probably intentional. There may be two reasons. Firstly, there are two ministers, one replacing the 
other, with a proper gradation – the current head of the Ministry of Defence is in the foreground. 
In the second case, we can read the subtext that Macierewicz’s presence is still noticeable, and 
his deposition is moving the infl uential PiS member to the background.

Reception area
This extremely important area indicates the possibility of reading and understanding the content 
present in the image (visual literacy). It is “a process by which the meanings of a visual presentation 
are renegotiated or even rejected by a particular audience under certain conditions” (Rose, 2015, 
p. 43). It is extremely important from the perspective of the sender who, using a photo editor, 
selects images constituting a journalistic statement. The chosen photograph may have different 
functions, its purpose may be to provide mainly information about the event being pictured, the 
excitement of the recipient’s emotions or adding dynamism to the layout through the illustrative 
picture. Depending on the type of text, its place in the layout and the goals of the author, editor or 
publisher, the selected role from those given before is dominant. This area is also very important 
for the recipient who will either notice, read and understand the message, or treat it as another 
illustration without any special journalistic signifi cance. Of course, the effect depends on the 
selection of photography, but also on the viewer’s readiness to receive the media and images in it.

In the technological area of meaning creation, two questions were posed, which do not refer 
directly to the technology of creating a photo (the subjects do not need to have knowledge about it 
to be able to read the meaning), but to the knowledge of the proposed message. As chart 1 shows, 
in the case of both photographs, nearly 70% of readers saw the picture for the fi rst time, and 17% 
of GPC recipients and almost 14% of GW recipients were not sure if it was known to them. It can 
therefore be assumed that it was a new image for the vast majority of respondents. However, only 
about 40% of the respondents knew, which event was presented, on the basis of the photograph 
itself. Recognition of the pictured event was not infl uenced by the content of the photo, as the 
difference in determining the presented fact is only 1.5%. What is surprising, however, is the 
inability to identify the event (GPC – 43.4%, GW – 39.8%), because regular articles on the illustrated 
topic appeared regularly both in traditional media and on the Internet up to mid-February.
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Chart 1. Answers of the recipients to questions about the knowledge of the presented photo-
graphs and pictured events (in percent)
Source: own study based on surveys conducted using the CAWI method through the Ariadna research panel 
on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people. Respondents: all subjects

Bearing in mind the modality of the composition structure, the respondents were asked 
questions about self-esteem in the meaning of the image content, the need to familiarise 
themselves with the texts accompanying the photos (caption, article title, lead) and reactions to 
the visual message. Slightly more surveyed people said that they could read the content of the 
message based on the photograph published in GW (Chart 2). The difference is 2.9% for answer 
“rather yes” and 2.5% for answer “defi nitely yes”. However, it is disturbing that 39.4% for GPC 
and 37.5% for GW could not read the content contained in the picture.

The vast majority of respondents (67% – GPC, 78.1% – GW) had to read the text accompanying 
the photo to understand its content (Chart 3.). Photo published in Gazeta Wyborcza was more 
diffi cult to understand. Presented ceremony was not as obvious as the ceremony at the Presidential 
Palace shown on photographs in Gazeta Polska Codziennie. Therefore, 10.7% more respondents 
said that it was necessary to read the text. Only a small number of people (13.8% – GPC, 10.4% 
– GW) said they did not need to read the text to understand the visual message.

Both questions show that a large number of people cannot read the content of the photograph 
solely on the basis of the image, which is confi rmed by the low value of the answer “no” in the 
question about the need to read the accompanying text. There may be several reasons for such 
a distribution of results. First of all, the low awareness of political events makes the picture 
diffi cult to read, because the illustrated situation is unknown to recipients. The second reason 
may be the low level of media education in Poland. Thirdly, it seems that few viewers treat the 
image as an informational message, which is indirectly related to the aforementioned neglects 
in visual education. Image message is treated mainly as an element dynamising the layout and 
allowing to increase its attractiveness.



36

Joanna Szylko-Kwas • Reception of Press Photography in the Context of the Theory of Visual Literacy

Studia Medioznawcze 2019, Vol. 20, No. 1 (76), pp. 29–41 https://mediastudies.eu

GPC
GW

27,8

37,0

5,4
7,9

18,2
14,6

39,9

8,8 9,7

30,6

45

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0 definitely not rather not
Did you manage to read the most important facts 

about the pictured event from the photo itself?

rather yes definitely yes hard to say

Chart 2. Answers of the recipients to the question regarding the ability to read the content of the 
message (in percent)
Source: own study based on surveys conducted using the CAWI method through the Ariadna research panel 
on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people. Respondents: all subjects

Chart 3. Answers of recipients to a question about the description of the photos (in percent)
Source: own study based on surveys conducted using the CAWI method through the Ariadna research panel 
on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people. Respondents: all subjects
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Analysing the social modality of receptivity, one has to look at the social identity of the 
viewers and the exhibition-related viewer’s relation with the photograph, which Gillian Rodse 
called the social practice of the presentation. That is why it is worth looking at the answers 
presented earlier in relation to data related to gender, age, education and place of residence 
of respondents (Chart 4 and Chart 5). Differences in the ability to read the content of both 
photographs are minimal for both genders and do not require distinction. For individual age 
categories, the percentage of people who answered positively “rather yes” and “defi nitely yes” is 
more signifi cant. In the case of Gazeta Polska Codziennie, over half (51.5%) of the respondents 
aged 45–54 believed that they had read the content of the photograph. It is more interesting, 
however, that the least people aged 35–44 (33.5%) gave a positive answer. The next group are 
the youngest recipients aged 18–24 (35.6%)
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Chart 4. Reading the content of the photograph published in GPC and sociodemographic 
characteristics of the respondents (in percent)

Source: own study based on surveys conducted using the CAWI method through the Ariadna research panel 
on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people. Respondents: all subjects

In the case of Gazeta Wyborcza, the results were different. Most respondents who gave 
positive answers were in the range of 18–24 years (54.5%) and 55 years or more (53.4%). Such 
a distribution of results makes it impossible to draw common and unambiguous conclusions. In 
the case of a photograph in the fi rst journal, this picture is more obvious, repetitive and met in the 
media on the occasion of each ceremony of the appointment of new ministers. Perhaps for this 
reason, it is most easily decoded by the oldest respondents, and unknown to the youngest, who 
have not seen it before and do not know its conventions. Photograph in GW does not replicate 
well-known frames and probably this is why it is easier to read for the youngest respondents 
who most effi ciently move in visual communication, which is best known to them. The oldest 
recipients may be best acquainted with the individuals in the pictures and that is why it was easy 
for them to decode the picture.
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Chart 5. Reading the content of the photograph published in GW and sociodemographic charac-
teristics of the respondents (in percent)
Source: own study based on surveys conducted using the CAWI method through the Ariadna research panel 
on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people. Respondents: all subjects

The distribution of results due to the place of residence and education is predictable. The 
picture was easier to read for people with higher education and those coming from larger cities, 
although in the case of GW, respondents from a large city (from 100,000 to 500,000 residents) 
rather than from a major city (over 500,000 residents ) answered positively.

Both photos, due to the purpose of their creation and presentation, belong to the category 
of “press photography”. The consequence of this journalistic genre is the fact that they should 
primarily inform, and – depending on the chosen frame and thus the selected function – infl uence 
the emotions and the judgements of the recipient. This infl uence is easier to obtain with 
photographs using persuasive elements, such as blood, suffering, children, etc., but also through 
emotional content (e.g. politically involved). The choice of photography was also dictated by the 
desire to examine whether the content of the visual message will affect the emotions of recipients. 
Therefore, the topic was the controversial deposition of minister Macierewicz that surprised and 
irritated the supporters of the ruling party, and at the same time pleased the opposition. One frame 
was mainly informational without hidden messages (GPC), and the second one – with a larger 
share of persuasive function, where the recipient – most often an opponent of PiS – could read 
more content affecting his/her emotions. Minister Macierewicz obscured by the new minister, 
in the background, but still present, with his head down, but not faced towards the banner, only 
reversed in the opposite direction, is clearly a content that can infl uence emotions. However, 
in the case of both photographs, the respondents answered mainly negatively to the question 
about each of the evoked feelings or were unable to determine whether the picture triggered any 
emotional reaction (Chart 6).
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Chart 6. Respondents’ emotional reactions on photographs (in percent) 
Source: own study based on surveys conducted using the CAWI method through the Ariadna research panel 
on a nationwide sample of N = 2121 people. Respondents: all subjects

The resulting distribution of results shows that the recipients do not engage emotions in visual 
content or that it is not the carrier of this type of message. This is quite a surprising conclusion in 
relation to the widespread belief in the power of image and ease in reaching the viewer through 
graphical elements. Political preferences of the respondents are not known, but as a group they 
did not react emotionally to this visual message. Interestingly, the least representative feeling 
was anger, followed by joy, which for both photographs received the least positive response.

Conclusions
The analysis carried out shows that press photography is a journalistic statement diffi cult to 
receive for the reader. However, this does not result from the frame selected for publication, 
which has an informational and journalistic value. Theoretically, it is easy to read the content on 
it and identify the event. This issue, however, is the fi rst important point of the analysis. In the 
case of both photographs, clearly less than half of the respondents knew the imaged event even 
cursorily. Such low awareness of the subject of the photo may result from poor orientation in 
current political affairs. The reason may also be the indicated inability to interpret and understand 
the information presented in the visual form (visual reading). Especially the photo from Gazeta 
Polska Codziennie was a schematic presentation of the topic, and yet in large part the respondents 
were not able to identify the ceremony from which the image comes and the event it accompanied. 
On the contrary, only the appearance of Antoni Macierewicz’s image on the photograph published 
in Gazeta Wyborcza has slightly increased the level of recognition. Of course, such a low result 
could be infl uenced by a two-month interval between the event itself and the study, however, as 
mentioned earlier, this topic was present in the media with varying frequency until the survey 
was completed. It is worth emphasising that more respondents answered positively on whether 
the main facts about the event could be read than those who answered positively to the question 
of knowledge of a political event. It should be concluded that some people who answered that 
they do not know or are not sure whether they know the event shown in the photo answered that 
they know what the content of the photograph is. However, the word – title, lead and caption 
accompanying photography – always helps to read and understand the visual message. In this 
case, more verbal information was needed for the recipients to decode the photo from GW. The 
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topic of punishment of Macierewicz mentioned in the title and the aversion to him mentioned in 
the lead correspond well with the image of the minister standing in the background of the current 
head of the Ministry of National Defence. A photo requiring the awareness of the context of 
the event being pictured required a word to understand the message. An important conclusion, 
however, seems to be the statement about the low level of journalistic message in the pictures. 
Respondents did not read the impressionistic function of both photographs. Images in the vast 
majority did not evoke emotions that could indicate involvement in visual content.

Obtained results clearly indicate that the recipient most often does not fi nd information on the 
press photo, nor does it cause him/her to be emotionally involved. It can be argued that this type 
of message is treated superfi cially, as an element dynamising the layout of the newspaper, and 
not a journalistic statement. Despite the visual nature of the content, they are not attractive to the 
recipient and do not involve his/her knowledge and emotions, and thus cease to be a journalistic 
material.

Such analysis results provoke a question about the desirability of visual communication in 
the press. Therefore, it would be important to undertake another research, the aim of which 
will be to check the reception of information photography and illustrative photography – or 
photography of an aesthetic role – to check whether the reader sees the differences between 
these visual messages or treats them similarly. The results of such analysis, which is planned by 
the author, would close the study and answer the question of whether the recipient is aware of 
the journalistic content contained in the photo.
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