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Abstract  
 

Social media has changed how people connect and communicate with each other. Many people 

might think visual communication is more concrete and easier to understand because images are 

expected to resemble the object they represent. However, the process of visual communication may 

encounter conflicts when the information is abstract. Social media users are becoming prosumers: 

people who can view, create, and recreate visual imagery to contribute to the content of social 

media. In the prosumer culture, is there a certain starting point in the semiotic stream of 

communication? Visual communication in prosumer culture requires more studies to unfold. 
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Social media has changed how people connect and communicate with each other. The visual 

communication process is not as easy as it seems. This paper reconsiders the process of visual 

communication by using a semiotic stream of communication to understand how visual 

communication moves from the communicative hexad to communicative heptad in prosumer 

culture.  
 

Communication 

 

Communication is an interactive action and experience created by people that transfers information 

through people “with the purpose of modifying the behavior of all participants involved in the 

process” (Morgan & Welton 1992: 10).  Communication originates with senders who encode an 

idea as a message (code) and transmit the message (code) through different channels or media to 

receivers who decode the message (code). Therefore, communication is the “dynamic aspect of 

human interconnection” (Finnegan 2002: 32), a “social process” (Yaple & Korzenny 1989: 304), 

and the “coordinator of society” (Ibid.: 314).  

 

A code is an established system of probabilities, and only on the basis of the code can we decide 

whether the elements of the message are intentional (desired by the source) or the result of noise 

(Eco 1990: 138).  

 

 

 
Figure 1. The communicative hexad (Wiley 1994: 28) 

 

 

Within this complicated process, problems happen, such as selective communication or 

misunderstanding because the meaning of a message is not fixed or absolute and depends on 
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people’s “sensitivity to meanings, especially if these are implied rather than unambiguously 

expressed. This responsiveness is related to personal and psychological factors as well as to 

experience and training” (Morgan & Welton: 34).  

 

Wiley (1994) considers communication is also reflective and adds self-reflexivity into the process 

(Figure 1) in contrast to the original stream of communication, which was linear. In this case, 

“Speaker (1) communicates in semiotic triads (2, 3, and 4) to the listener (5), but in addition, the 

speaker communicates reflexively with him or herself (6)” (Wiley 1994: 27). Therefore, Wiley 

believes communication is a hexad process.  

 

Moreover, our understanding of messages (code) is influenced by differences in timing, purposes, 

cultures, and personal backgrounds. “We are trained by our culture to perceive the world in a 

certain way” (Morgan & Welton 1992: 77); therefore, when we communicate with people who 

share the same cultural background, there is less confusion and misunderstanding. 

Misunderstandings happen in our daily oral or linguistic communication; however, we use our other 

senses to communicate as well. Below, I review how we use our visual sense to communicate.  

Visual communication  

 

Many people might think visual communication is more concrete and easier to understand because 

images are expected to resemble the object they represent and, therefore, are more representational 

than spoken or written language. However, the process of visual communication may encounter 

conflicts when the information is abstract (Pettersson 1993). When people from different cultural 

backgrounds try to communicate through images, some parts of their intended message, such as 

icons and symbols that may contain different interpretations, might by distorted between its original 

conception and the impression left on the receiver.   

 

Visual communication dominates every area of our lives (Aukstakalnis 1991; Barry 1997; Burnett 

2004). Images carry information not only through shape and form and literal and symbolic 

representation, but they also include contextual frames of meaning: “They can be simple or 

multilayered, and they can be manipulated into reflecting political or philosophical ideologies” 

(Barry 1997: 139). Every image has its own meaning, but when images are put together, the 

meaning of these images changes, and when images move in rapid succession, the received and 

believed meanings may change as well. Therefore, to understand the power of images is to gain the 

power to reveal and (re)shape the world. An image’s power is found not only in the understanding 

held by its viewers but also in the thoughts that image can bring to its viewers (Morgan & Welton 

1992).  

 

Because of the development of technology, images have become more accessible and easily 

modifiable through different media (Barry 1997), and the chances for people to communicate 

visually have increased (Aukstakalnis 1991). Online experiences that mix with offline experiences 

in our memory make our online and offline experience indistinguishable (Barry 1997).  

Media and media literacy  

 

This paper perceives social media as a medium that carries and conveys a large amount of visual 

information; therefore, it is important to understand the media. Media integrate and engage personal 
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and local sociocultural systems to attract people, influence their emotions, and make people believe 

in what they see (Casmir 1978; Frechette 2002; Jansz 2005; Yaple & Korzenny 1989). Media 

construct a world that represents our world and present meanings for images that are hopefully 

shared by the image creators and viewers (Semali 2002; Tyner 1998). Although media is created 

from a local perspective, the easily absorbable character of images gives media a global scope 

(Casmir 1978). People from different cultural backgrounds may view the same image from different 

perspectives and may, consciously or unconsciously, have different rational and emotional 

reflections or interpretations (Frechette 2002).  

Media literacy is the ability to:  

…(1) ‘read’ media texts by analyzing, accessing, and evaluating communicating in a variety of 

forms and (2) ‘write’ media texts by producing messages through personal experience, narrative 

and point of view (Frechette 2002: 25).   

However, reading and writing media texts is not a natural ability for viewers without learning how 

to do so in either mass or social media. While human brains can unconsciously absorb messages, 

critically analyzing messages requires a conscious mind (Barry 1997). Therefore, in the following 

section, I will focus on how people communicate through social media today.  

Visual communication, Prosumer, and Social Media 

 

Technology delivers and transfers messages that include text, sound, and images (Eco 1990; Lippit 

1994; McPhail 2002; Mitchell 2005). The internet empowers each person to make choices in 

different ways (McPhail 2002). Because of social media and digital devices, social media users are 

becoming prosumers (Manovich 2009): people who can view, share, create, recreate, mix, and 

remix visual imagery to contribute to the content of social media. People construct meaning from 

their own backgrounds, and these meanings are historically and socioculturally based. Social media 

is an environment in which people around the world gather without boundaries. In social media, 

users physically live in different places, use different languages, and have different cultural 

backgrounds. Images are also influenced by other images (Burgess, Hamming, Markley 2003). 

Therefore, it is important for prosumers to know the images they create and post online are 

influential and that what prosumers are seeing, liking, or sharing on social media now is also 

influencing what they think about the world later (Barry 1997: 66 – 67).  

Semiotic stream of communication in prosumer culture 

 

 
Figure 2. Semiotic stream of communication in prosumer culture 
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The semiotic stream of communication in prosumer culture is important because the process of 

visual communication in social media is even more complicated than Wiley’s (1994) process of 

communication (Figure 1). As Figure 2 illustrates, in the prosumer culture, visual communication in 

social media appears to start from the semiotic triads, which contains signs ○,2, objects ○,4, and an 

interpretant who has his/her own cultural background ○,3. These semiotic triads are created by 

mass media creators ○,1. Prosumers/viewers ○,5 see the semiotic triads ○,2○,3○,4 in their own 

time and cultural location through the channels of mass or social media and decode it in their own 

way. They then as creators ○,7○,1  go through the semiotic triads to recreated them ○,2+ , 

reinterpret them ○,3+, and re-presented them ○,4+ online so they can finally be interpreted by other 

prosumers/viewers ○,5+. These semiotic triads ○,2+ ○,3+ ○,4+ can be culturally different from the 

semiotic triads transmitted by the mass media ○,2○,3○,4, and the meaning of the semiotic triads 

that prosumer re-created might be different from the meaning of the original mass media semiotic 

triads. In addition, the prosumer who created the imagery also reflexively communicates with him- 

or herself ○,6+. When other prosumers ○,5+ see the prosumer-created semiotic triads, they might 

also become a prosumer ○,1 by sharing, modifying, and mixing or remixing these visual creations 

○,7.  The originally hexad communication process thus becomes heptad in prosumer culture.  

 

In the prosumer culture, is there a certain starting point in the semiotic stream of communication? I 

am uncertain. The stream could start from media creators ○,1, signs ○,2, interpretants ○,3, objects 

○,4, or even the media or channel. Visual communication in prosumer culture is a complicated 

process and requires more studies to unfold. 
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