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Abstract 

Foregrounding negotiations as forms of meta-interactions that align 
user practices with platform affordances and algorithmic con-
straints, we introduce format (Schildhauer & Brock 2024) as an ana-
lytical lens for media linguistics. Format captures (i) potentiality (the 
range of mediated affordances) and (ii) procedurality (the negotiated 
actualisation of those affordances). Two empirical studies illustrate 
its utility. A Zoom-seminar analysis shows participants co-con-
structing a digital seminar-workshop format by negotiating reaction 
and turn-taking features. A multimodal study of twelve YouTube 
commentary videos (and their comments) reveals ongoing renegoti-
ation of self-censorship as a format feature in response to algorith-
mic pressures and audience expectations. Findings demonstrate that 
format negotiation operates on multiple scales (local vs global, ex-
plicit vs implicit, established vs emergent) and across communicative 
levels, from comment sections to the whole platform. By integrating 
format more firmly into media-linguistic theory, the article suggests 
a new research avenue for exploring mediated communication in 
fluid Web 3.0 environments. 
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1 Introduction  

From “Spotify Wrapped” to the 2026 German debate on social me-
dia restrictions for adolescents—social media, their algorithms and 
their potential impact on our life worlds have gained a key position 
in media-related public discourses. This contemporary phenome-
non illustrates two interconnected notions which our contribution1 

is based on. 
First, Stalder (2017) identified algorithmicity as a central aspect of 

digital culture. The concept describes how digital environments, and 
particularly social media platforms, depend on machine-learning-
based algorithms and artificial intelligence to moderate, regulate and 
personalise content. Not surprisingly, then, Herring’s (2019) over-
view of the historical development of research on computer-medi-
ated discourse tentatively suggests the current development from 
Web 2.0 to a Web 3.0, which is shaped by algorithmic moderation 
practices and artificial intelligence. From the perspective of actor-
network theory, such algorithms can be assigned a form of co-au-
thorship of users’ social media feeds (Eisenlauer 2014; Leander/Bur-
riss 2020), and this ‘agency’, in turn, is oriented to when participants 
conceptualise ‘the’ algorithm of a given platform and shape their 
communicative practices accordingly (Jones 2021). Among others, 
users appear to expect the algorithm to have a decisive effect on the 
creation of digital communities and, hence, on participation frame-
works: During their political exchanges in the context of the 2020 
US presidential election, for example, democrat users expressed 
surprise when their posts were invaded by ‘Trumpies’, with users 
expecting the algorithm to keep the two political communities sep-
arated (Schildhauer 2022). These initial observations lead us to as-
sume that algorithmicity may have far-reaching consequences for 
the study of genre, discourse and text-making practices (e.g. Willen-
berg forthcoming)—an aspect worth focusing on more in media lin-
guistic research. 

Essentially, this illustrates our second point of departure, framed 
by Androutsopoulos as the “interplay between ‘technical infrastruc-
tures’ and ‘socially constituted semiotic procedures’” (Androutso-
poulos as qtd. in Luginbühl/Schneider 2024a: 4). Naturally, this in-
terplay is influenced by various aspects, such as “genres that are in 
play and the communicative competence of the individuals taking 
part in the communication” (Luginbühl/Schneider 2024b: 93). In this 

 
1 We would like to thank the reviewers Katharina König and Matthias Meiler for 

their insightful and constructive comments to this article. We would also like to 
thank Alexander Brock for his inspiring role during the early stages of this con-
tribution. 
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contribution, however, we would like to raise awareness of the im-
portance of negotiations among media users in that regard. By nego-
tiation, we here understand meta-interactions that focus on the role 
that technical infrastructures and the usage offers they make (i.e. 
their affordances: Hutchby 2014; Pentzold/Fraas/Meier 2013) can 
and should play in the situated exchanges at hand. 

These “acts of making the medium procedural” (Schildhauer/ 
Brock 2024: 61), i.e. the procedural character of mediated commu-
nication, have recently been drawn attention to (Luginbühl/Schnei-
der 2024a). Here, we argue that this aspect can be particularly fruit-
ful when considering the persistent challenges posed for the linguis-
tic study of online-mediated communication by the highly dynamic 
and fast-paced nature of specifically digital environments. Already 
with regard to Web 2.0, Lomborg (2014), for example, showed how 
the shape of blogging practices and, hence, the use of medial af-
fordances, was negotiated between bloggers and their audiences. 
We assume that Web 3.0 environments constitute an even more 
fluid playing field on which negotiation processes become increas-
ingly relevant: Following algorithmic suggestions, users may fre-
quently ‘stumble’ into digital communities of practice that form 
loosely and dynamically around certain interests (e.g. hashtags as 
well as certain accounts and channels; see, e.g., Busch 2025; Kabat-
nik 2025; Kemper/Schildhauer 2025). In these fluid communities, 
we argue, socially constituted semiotic procedures constantly have 
to be (re-)negotiated. This happens, among others, in relation to (al-
gorithmic) technical infrastructures.  

In this article, we argue that the concept of format (Schildhauer/ 
Brock 2024) can be used as an analytic lens that can address how 
participants in fluid digital environments deal with shifting af-
fordances and the increasing algorithmic pressures to negotiate ex-
isting and emergent communicative practices. This conceptualisa-
tion builds on previously established notions concerning communi-
cation forms (Brock/Schildhauer 2017), a model which “collects a 
number of medial, communicative and textual circumstances” 
(Schildhauer/Brock 2024: 41). The added dimension of format high-
lights the fact that it is essential for media linguistic research to con-
sider negotiation processes as a key aspect of mediated communi-
cation in the face of constantly changing and evolving environments. 
We suggest that the flexibility of formats as “more selective and/or 
more detailed realisations of genres” (Schildhauer/Brock 2024: 46) 
is particularly useful as a concept to frame media linguistic research 
objects. 

As an illustrative example of the dynamics that underpin our ar-
gument, we can look to the video-sharing platform YouTube. You-
Tube has changed its content moderation and presentation practices 
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multiple times in the past decade since implementing automatic con-
tent moderation in 2017. Algorithms such as the ones used on You-
Tube and similar platforms can be considered ‘black boxes’ (Anan-
ny/Crawford 2018), which means that users have to constantly (re-
)assess the platform affordances and thus adjust their communica-
tive practices. Therefore, YouTube users may orient to ‘the’ algo-
rithm (Willenberg forthcoming; Calhoun/Fawcett 2023 for similar 
processes on TikTok) and include its perceived effects in their ne-
gotiations of specific formats. 

In the following, we will first outline the theoretical grounding of 
format, and its relevance to media linguistics (Section 2). Highlight-
ing the fact that almost all areas of life are permeated by digital media 
in a deeply mediatised world (Hepp 2020) and that various digital 
environments, apart from social media platforms, necessitate format 
negotiations, we illustrate our theoretical considerations with data 
from a Zoom seminar session. We then use Section 3 to hone this 
approach further by turning to a case study of YouTube commentary 
videos as an example of a fluid Web 3.0 environment, employing 
methods informed by multimodal discourse analytic approaches. Fi-
nally, we discuss the implications of our findings for broader media 
linguistic theorising (Section 4). 

2 Format as a Lens to Study Medial Negotiations 

At the core of the format model that we would like to propose here 
are the two notions of a) potentiality (Brock/Schildhauer 2017) and 
b) procedurality (Schildhauer/Brock 2024). In what follows, we turn 
to each subsequently and illustrate our account with insights gained 
from our 2024 Zoom study (Schildhauer/Brock 2024). This study is 
related to a Zoom seminar session conducted in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As the guest lecturer and the audience did not 
know each other and because the use of Zoom had only recently 
emerged as a practice in university education, the use of some fea-
tures of the software had to be negotiated, i.e. made procedural by 
selecting them from the range of features offered by the software 
and by loading them with communicative value. 

Generally, Zoom—just as video conferencing software in general 
(Mondada 2007)—can be understood as a specific communication 
form, i.e. as a “cluster[…] of technical and communicative constella-
tions with certain potentials” (Brock/Schildhauer 2017: 32). As 
roughly outlined in Figure 1 below, these potentials are based on a 
technical medium, which encompasses computer hardware, general 
software such as operating systems and transmission protocols, as 
well as the Zoom software itself. 
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Figure 1: A model of the communication form Zoom call with a focus on its 
use in educational (e.g. webinar) contexts (see below) 

This software provides a range of communicative channels: Obvi-
ously, users can connect via camera and/or audio, but Zoom also of-
fers in-built chat, emojis and other reaction features to enable par-
ticipation on various channels (Cirucci 2023). All of these relate to 
the overall potential of distant communication of a kind that might 
create the illusion of co-presence (e.g. Hausendorf 2020; Pekarek 
Doehler/Balaman 2021) or, more precisely, a new form of co-pres-
ence that Hausendorf (2025: e.g. 26) calls Telekopräsenz (tele-co-
presence) and that transfers (and transforms) analogue conceptions 
of ‘being together in one three-dimensional room’ into a digital 
sphere that assembles “talking heads” on tiles (ibid.; see also Linz 
2023).2 At the same time, some potentials are not part of this com-
munication form: Most notably and despite the illusion of co-pres-
ence, video conferencing software still creates the eye contact di-
lemma, which means that gaze cannot be used as a turn-taking de-
vice (Hjulstad 2016). 

This illustrates how certain genre patterns are (not) enabled as the 
next step in the potentiality chain, in which one element consecu-
tively enables the next range of potentials (Brock/Schildhauer 2017: 
29): While, for example, genre patterns of instructional formats such 
as lecturing, explaining, questioning etc. can be activated within the 
communication form Zoom call (i.e. are enabled by it), others, such 

2 On a side note, the transformation of the conception of co-presence does not 
start with Zoom calls but sets in much earlier as the comprehensive discussions 
of the communication form Internet Relay Chat provided by, e.g., Beißwenger 
(2004) as well as Stein/Zitzen (2004), illustrate.  
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as reprimanding individual students by using a stern gaze, are (usu-
ally) not (Hjulstad 2016: 338; Zima 2024: 287).3 

At each point of the potentiality chain, the choice as well as avail-
ability of potentials may also be influenced by conventions: Linz 
(2023: 243–244), for example, highlights that certain preferred dis-
course practices may already be inscribed into the Zoom software 
itself (or even specific licenses issued, e.g., to educational institu-
tions). The software favours constellations that are centered on one 
participant (host), to whom the software offers specific means of es-
tablishing shared attention (e.g. via the share screen feature) and 
managing turn-taking (see below, e.g. via a specific view of partici-
pants who signal their readiness for contributing to a discussion). 
Leaving these inscriptions aside, it is hardly part of established con-
ventions in educational settings to use Zoom avatars or the fake 
moustache features provided by the software, for example. These 
conventions can be established implicitly, by ongoing practice (i.e. 
communication via texts), or explicitly, e.g. by declaration at the be-
ginning of or during a seminar (Schildhauer 2023).  

This is the point where procedurality comes into play, which 
highlights the role of media users in selecting among the various af-
fordances (potentials) offered by a certain medium for their current 
(here: communicative) needs. Thus, the concept implies a perspec-
tive shift from ‘static’ media as tools or containers Androutsopoulos 
(2024: 293–295) to “media-in-practice” (Androutsopoulos as qtd. in 
Luginbühl/Schneider 2024: 4) and to how media users load selected 
medial affordances with communicative value (Schildhauer/Brock 
2024: 61). These “acts of making the medium procedural” (ibid.) are 
a matter of negotiation among the participants. 

We understand negotiation here primarily in an ethnomethodo-
logical-conversation analytic sense as a meta-pragmatic (Busch 
2024) practice of gradually establishing the “methods persons use in 
doing social life” (Sacks 1985: 21), which includes processes of se-
lecting from and appropriating medial affordances for current com-
municative needs. However, our understanding also goes beyond a 
traditional conversation analytical framework: In a broader sense, 
communicative conventions established in a given community 
and/or communicative needs not catered to yet by medial af-
fordances may be taken up by platforms as incentives for re-adjust-
ing the medial affordances of their software. For example, boyd/ 

3 This is, of course, also a matter of the specific participation framework in place 
in a specific Zoom call: In 1:1 constellations, the addressee of a stern gaze would 
not be ambiguous, which might ‘revive’ stern gaze as a potentially successful 
practice. Zima (2024), whom we quoted above, also makes the concession that 
their analysis relates to multi-party Zoom calls only, and we follow them here as 
our webinar context (see below) also involves a multi-party constellation. 



Willenberg/Schildhauer: Format negotiation 218 

jfml Vol 8 (2026), No 3: 212–243 

Golder/Gilad (2010) show how the practice of @-addressing first 
emerged as a convention in the Twitter community and then was 
implemented by the platform as an automatically-generated hyper-
link that facilitated Twitter interaction.4 

Generally, these negotiations can be described along different di-
mensions: 

• local vs. global: In some instances, negotiation results are
intended to be global, i.e. supposed to hold for the entire
duration of the format. Depending on the scope of the for-
mat, this may comprise, for example, one communicative
event (as in the workshop example discussed below) or
several communicative events (e.g. various sessions of a
seminar or, as our data in Section 3 show, a range of You-
Tube videos). Local negotiations, in contrast, have a
smaller scope, such as a specific sequence at hand.

• explicit vs. implicit: Negotiations may take place implic-
itly, for example, by silent agreement, or explicitly via
meta-communication.

• established vs. emergent: Negotiations may draw on es-
tablished genre patterns, or they may lead to new patterns
emerging (see Section 3 for examples).

Our Zoom seminar data, for example, contains an extended se-
quence in which the use of the reactions feature is negotiated as a 
turn-taking device explicitly, with an intended global scope and 
drawing on established patterns: 

4 For what this form of negotiation looks like on YouTube, see Section 3. 
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1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

 9 

10 

11 

25 

26 
27 

28 

29 
30 

31 

32 

33 
34 

35 

36 

GL:  

OI:
GL: 

OI:
GL:
 

S1: 

ehm (--)ich würde gern die eh interakTION hIEr, 
uhm (--) I would like this interaction here 
wenn sie ehm WORTmeldungen haben, 
if you’d like to say something 
gerne auch genau über diese reakTIONen ehm stEUern, 
(I would like) to steer (it) via exactly these reactions here
=<<all>einige haben jetzt schon geSEhen>, 
some have now already seen 
=da ist diese (.) | dieses bUtton ehm |HAND heben, 

|raises hand |raises hand 
there is this (.) this button uhm ‘raise your hand’
das wäre (.) wenn wir jetzt doch eine relativ GROße gruppe sind- 
it would be (.) as we are now a relatively big group 
ehm (.) sehr günstig wenn sie DAS nutzen, 
it would be practical if you used that 
weil e:hm | sie dann gewissermaßen für mich ins ZENtrum rUtschen; 

|swiping gesture 
because uhm you then sort of move into the centre for me
|und ich genau auch Sehen kann; 
|gesture with both hands 
And I can see exactly; 
wer eh gerne beitragen möchte. 
who would like to contribute. 
(--)°hh OK – 
[50 seconds skipped]
head closer to the camera, eyes fixed on screen
e::hm !AH! ja; 
u::hm oh yes; 
OK; 
<<all>Ich wurde gerade aufmerksam gemacht> dass manche den hAndheben 
button gar nich !HA:BEN!? 
I’ve just been made aware of the fact that some don‘t have the button 
‘raise hand’? 
<<all>das is wahrscheinlich dann wieder so ne> verSIONS[fra:ge, 
This is probably an issue due to different versions again, 

[nods
e::hm (.) dann dAUmen hoch is in ORDnung, 
u::hm (.) then thumbs-up is alright, 
und wenn ich_s nich Sehe- 
and if I don’t see it- 
dann einfach Mikro [ehm frEIschalten und ehm lOslegen; 
just activate? your mic uhm and go ahead; 

[nods
NE? 
Right? 
[ICH glaube wir kriegen das gerEgelt; 
I think we’ll manage; 
[laughs 

Example 1: Negotiating the reactions feature on Zoom (GL = guest lecturer; 
OI = original instructor; S1 = student 1) 

The sequence mainly unfolds between the guest lecturer and the 
original instructor of the seminar, who apparently both see it as their 
responsibility to negotiate the interactional framework of the semi-
nar session, and who use various channels (audio-visual, textual) to 
do so. In the course of the sequence, several features of the Zoom 
software (raise hand, show raised thumb, unmute mic) are addressed 
and placed in a preferential hierarchy for signaling a willingness to 
participate, thus enabling a variant of the established current-
speaker-selects-next pattern (Sacks/Schegloff/Jefferson 1974).5 
Consequently, these features are selected from a range of af-
fordances provided by the software and loaded with communicative 

5 This example illustrates more generally the challenge that users of (quasi-)syn-
chronous medial environments have faced when transferring turn-taking mech-
anisms established in face-to-face conversation. See, for example, Beißwenger 
(2004) as well as Stein/Zitzen (2004).  
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value. Thus, the sequence illustrates precisely what we mean here 
by medial negotiations as a specific form of meta-interaction. 

The result of the sequence is that a certain turn-taking mecha-
nism is established for the duration of the workshop meeting as a 
specific communicative event. Speaking with our model, the se-
quence establishes parts of the format of this workshop, as a specific 
instantiation of the more abstract genre seminar/workshop, from 
which it borrows certain established genre patterns while rejecting 
others. 

This latter aspect—negotiating a format in opposition to estab-
lished notions—is illustrated by the following excerpt from our 
Zoom data: 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5  

GL: =also (.) wie gesagt s ich möchte ganz wenig eigentlich VORtra-
gen, 
well, as I said, I would actually only like to lecture you very 
little, 
dafür halte ich zOOm auch für sehr UNgünstig, 
I consider Zoom very unsuitable for that, 
sondern sehr viel mit ihnen ehm AKtiv Arbeiten, 
but would rather work with you uhm actively, 
ehm (.) um wIrklich einmal dinge AUSzuprobieren zu rEflektieren 
und ehm darüber ins gesprÄch zu kommen. 
to really try things out, reflect on and uhm discuss them 

Example 2: Negotiating genre patterns in opposition to assumed conven-
tions (GL = guest lecturer) 

In these lines, the guest lecturer explicitly addresses various estab-
lished genre patterns that can be considered part of conventional 
seminar sessions (or webinars, for that matter), namely vortragen 
(lecturing), reflektieren (reflecting on), and ins Gespräch kommen 
(discussing something). The genre pattern of lecturing is rejected, 
among others, by referring to the affordances of the communication 
form (line 2) and, thus, by referring to the overall communicative 
potentials of the Zoom software. Consequently, the sequence is an 
example of medial negotiations and of how genre patterns can be 
borrowed selectively to constitute a certain format. It also illustrates 
how patterns can be integrated into a format in explicit opposition 
to (perceived) conventions and expectations (indicated by the two-
sided arrow between format and conventions in Figure 1). 

This also underlines the analytical advantage of the format con-
cept over genre: In line with the situated “bottom-up” approach pro-
posed by Luginbühl/Schneider (2024a: 5), format allows for a fine-
grained investigation of a specific communicative event (or series of 
communicative events) and how its individual local/global roles are 
negotiated among its participants. Positioned on a medium level be-
tween (highly) abstract genres and specific text exemplars, format 
thus allows to pursue the bottom-up, ethno-categorical approach to 
medial communication that has been part of the media linguistic tool 



Willenberg/Schildhauer: Format negotiation 221 

jfml Vol 8 (2026), No 3: 212–243 

kit for a while (e.g. Luginbühl 2014) more consistently. We illustrate 
this in our next section by turning to a case study that focuses on 
YouTube commentary videos. 

3 Case Study: YouTube Commentary Videos 

3.1 YouTube 

YouTube provides a fertile ground for the study of format negotia-
tion, as it exemplifies the Web 3.0 dynamics mentioned in the intro-
duction. The platform hosts a large variety of heterogeneous video 
genres and discourse spheres, which are presented to its users with 
the help of recommendation algorithms (YouTube 2026a). Of par-
ticular relevance to this discussion are the Community Guidelines, 
which function as codified, top-down (i.e. platform-implemented) 
communicative norms and form the basis of algorithmic content 
moderation (YouTube 2026b). As the name suggests, these guide-
lines can be considered part of the overall negotiation of proper 
(communicative) conduct on the platform in the broadest sense, 
since developers consider participants’ (including users, advertisers, 
and content creators) needs, and may adjust these codified norms 
and their enforcement accordingly (similar to the process of @-ad-
dressing on Twitter mentioned above). The automated (i.e. algorith-
mic) content moderation undertaken by the platform is geared to-
wards the detection of Community Guidelines violations (YouTube 
2026b). Based on this, we assume that users may experience algo-
rithmic pressures that influence their communicative practices on 
YouTube. 

Within our communication form model, we can therefore posi-
tion the Community Guidelines not only as a facet of the conven-
tions influencing the choices in the potentiality chain, but also as part 
of the platform’s medial infrastructure where they are intertwined 
with content moderation and recommendation algorithms (see Fig-
ure 2). Consequently, the Guidelines and the algorithms may have 
an effect on format negotiations, similar to how certain features of 
the Zoom software are used to negotiate the seminar/workshop for-
mat. A significant difference to the Zoom example presented above 
is that YouTube’s communication form allows asynchronous com-
munication, which in turn generates a different set of communica-
tive potentials, including participation frameworks (Goffman 1981; 
Dynel 2014).6 

6 YouTube also allows livestreams, which can be considered its own communica-
tion form. We will here focus on the ‘typical’ YouTube use, meaning that the 
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Figure 2: Modified YouTube communication form model for commentary 
video formats. 

In the context of participation frameworks, there are two further as-
pects to consider. One is the specific role played by an invisible or 
imagined audience (boyd 2010; Androutsopoulos 2014; Frobenius 
2014) in digitally mediated environments. Their position in the par-
ticipation framework will have an effect on text production and cer-
tain communicative practices such as self-censorship (Mar-
wick/boyd 2011; Willenberg forthcoming). Another is the conceptu-
alisation of the aforementioned algorithms as participants in the 
framework. Previous research has demonstrated that they are as-
signed a participant status in digital communication forms by other 
participants (Leander/Burriss 2020; Jones 2021), including both pro-
duction and reception roles (for the latter see Willenberg forthcom-
ing).  

Our case study focuses on YouTube commentary videos, drawing 
on observations from a research project dedicated to investigating 
censorship and self-censorship on YouTube (Willenberg forthcom-
ing). Based on the material collected, commentary videos are here 
tentatively considered a genre of YouTube video, characterised by 
certain formal, content-related and functional aspects. These in-
clude 

central communicative act is the video. Likewise, the comment sections of 
YouTube videos can here be seen to be one of the multiple channels the com-
munication form offers (again, similar to our Zoom example above). Depending 
on the degree of analytical granularity, comment sections may also be consid-
ered communication forms in their own right. 
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• Formal presentation: vlog style and/or voice-over, em-
bedding of clips/social media posts

• Content: controversial topics or figures, ‘YouTube dra-
mas’ (Burgess/Green 2018)

• Function: commenting (e.g. on other YouTube videos),
reporting, humour elicitation, relationship-building

While YouTube itself offers a categorisation system for its content, 
a closer examination reveals that they do not align with the variety 
of genres actually present on the platform. 

During the initial investigation, formal differences in the videos 
emerged, pointing towards the existence of different formats be-
tween the commentary channels (i.e. the accounts to which videos 
are uploaded). Most videos in the corpus are filmed in a vlog style, 
where creators speak directly to the camera; however, some videos 
employ voice-over only or feature a facecam. The incorporation of 
third-party content (i.e. audiovisual material like clips from other 
YouTube videos, video stills or screenshots of social media posts or 
comments etc.) also varies. Voice-over-only videos, for instance, 
typically include more material, while others feature no third-party 
content at all. This variation also points towards the process of hy-
bridisation (Brock 2021; Hauser/Luginbühl 2015), illustrated by the 
adoption and rejection of various genre patterns that exist in the 
communicative space (e.g. derived from genres such as vlogging, 
make-up tutorials, gaming, reaction videos, video essay, media re-
view, livestream). This is also taken up in the modified communica-
tion form model presented in Figure 2 above. 

There are some further preliminary aspects to be considered in 
this context: 

• Both video and comment sections as well as entire chan-
nels can be seen to be part of what can be called the com-
mentarysphere—a digital discourse sphere on YouTube
that consists of both texts, their producers, and their re-
cipients, which can give rise to formats through negotia-
tion. The commentarysphere represents a fluid digital en-
vironment typical of the Web 3.0 era.

• Within the commentarysphere, producers must con-
stantly assess and navigate tensions between the discus-
sion of potentially controversial content (e.g. child abuse
and exploitation), which YouTube may sanction through
automated moderation, visibility restrictions or demone-
tisation, and audience expectations. Demonetisation di-
rectly impacts content creators’ financial incentives. At
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the same time, it serves as an indirect regulatory mecha-
nism implemented through automated systems, thereby 
influencing creators’ decisions regarding topic selection, 
language use, and presentation style. The resulting ten-
sions are negotiated using language and other multimodal 
resources in both videos and comments. 

Formats on YouTube thus emerge as dynamic co-constructions, in-
fluenced by both visible (audience interaction) and invisible (algo-
rithmic moderation, monetisation policies) forces, which collec-
tively structure engagement in the commentarysphere. 

3.2 Data & Methodology 

The corpus for the original study contains 42 YouTube commentary 
videos and the written comments posted on them (169,526 as of No-
vember 2024) and meta-data. The data are organised into three the-
matic sub-corpora based on recurring topics. These topics were 
identified with the help of a preliminary reference corpus, and the 
final videos were selected with the help of YouTube’s search option, 
using the query “topic + commentary”. This data collection method 
operationalises the YouTube recommendation algorithm and is 
based on the assumption that—barring other input—the algorithm 
suggests content that is similar (cf. Goodrow 2023). 

The following data sample is taken from one sub-corpus of the 
original data set, which contains commentary videos about family 
vlogging. Family vlogging is a common practice on YouTube where 
channels upload and monetise content featuring daily life with chil-
dren. It represents a recurring topic for commentary channels due 
to the alleged exploitation of children for profit. This data set con-
tains 12 commentary videos and 61,476 comments. 

What will be presented here is an investigation into format nego-
tiation in the context of one specific discourse practice, namely self-
censorship. Self-censorship can be distinguished from censorship as 
follows: 

[…] censorship is viewed as an action of silencing that occurs 
in at least two ways: (i) an authoritative body imposes cen-
sorship in order to obscure information it believes to be 
harmful either to itself or to others, and (ii) an individual or a 
group exercises self-censorship by withholding information 
believed to be harmful to themselves or others. (Anthonissen 
2008: 401, emphasis added, M.W.). 
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The concept of harmfulness as a potential outcome of communica-
tion is pertinent here and, in the digital sphere, connects to Commu-
nity Guidelines and content moderation more broadly. 

We are specifically interested in how the negotiation of self-cen-
sorship conventions contributes to the emergence of new video for-
mats. Self-censorship is of interest because of its decidedly multi-
modal character on YouTube, where participants can utilise the 
communicative potentials to shape and negotiate communicative 
norms through the practice. This manifests in multiple different 
ways, but with some consistency in the videos under consideration 
here. 

To that end, the data were examined using multimodal discourse 
analysis to “investigate the modal meaning potentials of digital texts 
and social interaction.” (Jewitt 2015: 75) This methodology fits nicely 
within the framework of communication forms, format and by ex-
tension genre as results and processes of social practice: It allows the 
researcher to consider all components of our model in detail, mov-
ing from micro level of individual signs to macro level of meta-
communication. It is our assumption that format negotiation like-
wise occurs on all these different levels. 7 

3.3 Analysis 

The commentary videos in this case study report and comment on 
another communicative practice on the platform—family vlogging. 
This means that the commentary video genre can be seen as serving 
a meta-level function of negotiating appropriacy on YouTube. 

A key aspect of these negotiations is the question of censorship, 
which arises in relation to children on the platform. YouTube’s 
Community Guidelines contain specific policies regarding both the 
extent to which children can be shown on the platform and what 
content for minors should look like. This is something producers (i.e. 
content creators) have to keep in mind when designing their con-
tent, as a violation of the guidelines may result in demonetisation or 
content deletion by YouTube. This is pertinent to the current dis-
cussion, since this may lead to the explicit or implicit rejection/ac-
ceptance of certain genre patterns and consequently active format 
negotiation. In the following, we will demonstrate how self-censor-
ship surrounding children and related aspects emerges as a format 
pattern in commentary videos. This pattern seems to be in conflict 
with the presence of children in family vlogging content. 

7 We see some connections here to Meiler’s (2017) infrastructural approach to 
communication forms, but in our contribution, we want to highlight a negotia-
tional and interactional perspective on formats in mediated communication in-
stead. 
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3.3.1 Verbal Self-censorship 

This process of self-censorship becomes particularly evident on the 
lexical level, when content creators address highly sensitive or taboo 
topics related to children. A concrete instance of this can be ob-
served in the treatment of specific lexemes within commentary vid-
eos, where creators engage in various strategies to comply with both 
perceived moderation practices and audience sensitivities. 

For instance, we can consider the case of the potentially taboo 
lexeme paedophile. Its potentially taboo character is evidenced by 
the fact that it is frequently censored in the family vlogging corpus. 
The way it is censored is similar across some of the videos: the 
YouTubers proceed to (partially) mute the lexeme from their spoken 
articulation. Muting means that an audio cut occurs, i.e. the articu-
lation of the lexeme in question is removed during the editing stage 
of the video production (see also Willenberg 2024: 111−114).8 This 
occurs in three videos. The following transcript excerpts showcase 
this process: 

Example 3: Transcript Excerpt “The LaBrant Fam (how not to do family vlog-
ging)” [10:32−10:39]. CM = CCMarie 

CM: It is a well known fact that there are <audio cut>
who seek out family vlogging content for those reasons 

Example 4: Transcript Excerpt “THESE FAMILY VLOGGERS HAVE GONE TOO 
FAR” [11:19−11:29]. SL = Stefanie Lange 

SL: If I thought the p<audio cut> were coming to my chan-
nel to consume content that I was really putting out 
there of my children there is no way in heck my chil-
dren would still be on my channel at all. 

Example 5: Transcript Excerpt “The Dark Side of Family Vlogging Channels: 
8 Passengers” [06:28−06:37]. HE = Hailey Elizabeth 

HE: […] is that in the comments of the videos <audio 
cut>iles would put the time stamps of when the kids 
looked most vulnerable. 

It is evident here that the YouTubers use the medial affordances of 
(online) video production, i.e. the communicative potentials of the 
communication form, for the purposes of censorship and thus make 
them procedural for the format in a similar way to the thumbs-up 
feature on Zoom discussed above. Rather than choosing a different 
word during the recording of the video, the articulation is re-

8 For a detailed overview of self-censorship techniques on YouTube commentary 
channels, see Willenberg (forthcoming: Chap. 4). 
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moved—though not (always) entirely—in the editing stage, creat-
ing a noticeable absence. This can be considered a censorship sign 
(Willenberg forthcoming; Brock/Willenberg 2025: 53–54), which—
while concealing a potentially taboo lexeme—highlights the fact that 
censorship occurs in the first place. The use, adoption or rejection 
of censorship signs derived from genre patterns or previous commu-
nication can be considered part of format establishment.9 This is 
noteworthy since YouTube’s Community Guidelines do not explic-
itly forbid the use of this lexeme. Yet, there seems to be at least a 
perceived algorithmic pressure to avoid and thus censor this lexeme. 
In the videos, this choice remains unexplained, pointing towards ac-
ceptance of this practice in the commentarysphere. Self-censorship 
as a format-negotiating technique is consequently situated on the 
implicit dimension of format negotiation. The fact that these three 
videos engage in the same pattern leads to the assumption that a for-
mat pattern which spans various communicative events is, at least, 
emergent. 

In the multimodal ensemble of the YouTube video, other medial 
affordances may further be used for self-censorship, as is evident by 
text shown in CCMarie’s video: 

Figure 3: Screenshot from “The LaBrant Fam (how not to do family vlog-
ging)” [10:40] 

Here, the same lexeme that was previously censored in the spoken 
mode is again censored in writing through typographic concealment 

9 We see formats as platform-specific due to the communicative potentials gen-
erated by the technical medium (see Figure 1), which in digital communication 
forms is shaped by software, among others. Given the differences evident in the 
material, we interpreted censorship signs here first and foremost as a format-
specific feature (i.e. not all videos apply the same level of self-censorship), rather 
than platform- or discourse-specific. Future research could set out to determine 
the scope of the feature beyond the format under scrutiny here. 
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(Willenberg forthcoming). 10 This, once again, affirms the status of the 
lexical taboo in certain commentary video formats. 

We may speculate reasons for this avoidance: First, paedophilia 
is culturally considered taboo, and thus subject to self-censorship; 
this would be an instance of conceptual interdiction (Casas Gómez 
2018: 14). However, this is most likely not the case in our examples, 
since the topic of paedophilia and its dangers for the children of fam-
ily vloggers is still explicitly discussed. Another possible reason is 
thus an emergent lexical taboo around the word paedophile. There 
is reason to assume that this is an emerging, bottom-up lexical taboo 
that becomes part of certain commentary video formats. This be-
comes specifically clear when considering reactions to the censor-
ship in the comment sections, as evidenced in Example 6: 

Example 6: Comment under “THESE FAMILY VLOGGERS HAVE GONE TOO 
FAR” 

Did you edit the noise out when you said “pedophile” in your 
video or did YouTube do that? Just wondered if that’s cen-
sored or if it’s a video edit. 

This comment makes a distinction between institutional censorship 
and video editing, illustrating a question of authorship. The com-
menter thus assumes the possibility of YouTube as a co-author (in 
Goffman’s sense of the author-role, and here, more specifically, as a 
censor), which supports our argument that YouTube algorithms are 
oriented to as non-human agents (see above) and, thus, exert a con-
siderable influence in the potentiality chain. We will return to such 
metacommunicative comments and their role in format negotiation 
in Section 3.3.4. 

3.3.2 Conflicting patterns 

Censorship also occurs in other modes than language. One promi-
nent example of this in our sample is the censoring of children’s 
faces in the visual mode, using various visual resources such as 
blacking out the children’s faces, blurring or covering them with 
emoji, as shown in Figure 4. 

10 This is a feature specific to this format, although it may of course also be found 
in other formats (just as certain Zoom features discussed above can be found in 
other formats, such as online business meetings).  
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Figure 4: Screenshot from “THESE FAMILY VLOGGERS HAVE GONE TOO 
FAR” [10:30] 

The use of emoji resembling facial expressions in particular allows 
the YouTuber to achieve two effects simultaneously: 1) the child’s 
face is effectively censored and 2) the facial expressions of the emoji 
convey a stance concerning the visual presence of children in the 
first place. Censorship can thus be considered to be multi-functional 
in the commentarysphere. More precisely, this YouTuber positions 
her own format as being in conflict with existing genre patterns of 
family vlogging, i.e. showing children on YouTube to the public. This 
opposition shows up in a similar manner in our Zoom data above 
(Example 2). 

This conflict relates to another affordance on YouTube: the pos-
sibility to embed third-party content. This option raises questions 
critical to the practice of self-censorship: who censors what, i.e. the 
authorship (again, in the sense of Goffman’s author role) of the cen-
sorship may not be immediately apparent. An example of this can be 
seen in the video by commentary channel Hailey Elizabeth (HE). In 
her video, she embeds a clip showing family vlogging content 
(06:19−06:27). The clip, however, does not seem to be taken from 
the original family vlogging video (uploaded to the channel 8 Pas-
sengers), but rather from another creator’s video or livestream (Fig-
ure 5). 
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Figure 5: Screenshot from “The Dark Side of Family Vlogging Channels: 8 
Passengers” [06:20], portraying a woman speaking to a (blurred) child as 
well as a superimposed image of another content creator 

Before and after the clip, viewers see HE talking to the camera while 
doing her make-up. In the clip, we see a woman speaking to a child, 
who is blurred (i.e. censored) on screen. At the same time, a facecam 
of another content creator and their social media tags 
(@GOWITHDENNIS) are visible, but they do not speak. This con-
stellation is not elaborated on by HE and is also not questioned in 
the comments, which indicates an implicit acceptance of embedding 
as a format feature of the channel. Further, such cases generate a 
complex hierarchy of embedding and recontextualisation. The pro-
cedurality of formats is key here: Individual commentary formats are 
always situated in a chain of texts, either through embedding or the 
communicative function of commenting, which is often exophoric. 
In terms of participation frameworks, the embedding of third-party 
content may then result in forms of co-authorship, where formal 
choices—i.e. format features—are imported into new contexts/re-
contextualised. These formal aspects may then contribute to poten-
tially emerging formats. Since embedding is an affordance of online 
video facilitated by the technical medium, this potentiality is critical 
to the negotiation of formats. More specifically, it is of interest to us 
how exactly the possibility of embedding is utilised to negotiate for-
mats. 

Children are not, however, consistently censored in all videos in 
the sample corpus. This indicates that rigid self-/censorship is not 
part of the formal or linguistic patterns associated with the commen-
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tary video genre, but something that seems to be a part of the indi-
vidual formats established by commentary channels in the commen-
tarysphere.11 

A number of commentary channels establish the censorship of 
children as a part of their own format of commentary videos. As 
there seems to be no consistent norm in terms of child visuals in the 
commentary video genre, what is happening here is thus not a re-
jection of genre patterns of commentary videos, but takes place on 
a higher level, rejecting conventions established in different genres 
like family vlogging. This shows how format negotiation on You-
Tube is a multi-layered process, engaging with various genre pat-
terns present on the platform. This is fuelled by the fact that com-
mentary videos—and by extension YouTube videos in general—
have to take into account communicative constraints emerging from 
the embedding of third-party content. 

This heterogeneity in terms of self-censorship points towards the 
central aspect of procedurality in the fluid digital environment of the 
commentarysphere. Rules and conventions may be less rigid when 
communities of practice are assembled through algorithmic recom-
mendations. Further, while the Community Guidelines provide 
some top-down rules concerning communication, they are not 
clearly defined in terms of how they affect linguistic and multimodal 
expression. This means that speakers have to engage in a trial-and-
error procedure to figure out how to meet their communicative 
goals (e.g. audience engagement, visibility or monetisation). In other 
words, selecting from the communicative potentials of YouTube’s 
communication form in order to self-censor—or refrain from doing 
so at all—are acts of “making the medium procedural” (Schild-
hauer/Brock 2024: 61, cf. Section 2). 

3.3.3 Metacommunication as format negotiation 

In addition to the implicit format negotiation through self-censor-
ship demonstrated by the examples above, members of the com-
mentarysphere can also engage in format negotiation explicitly 
through metacommunication. It is in such instances that the partici-
pant’s orientation towards perceived algorithmic pressures becomes 
most evident. 

One such example can be found in the video by TehMimi (TM). 
The video discusses another potentially taboo topic: abortion. This 
in itself is an interesting finding, since this—as opposed to the other 
topics related to children discussed thus far—is not mentioned in 

11 The intricate differences between what constitutes other-censorship and what 
self-censorship in multi-level, online communication forms cannot be elabo-
rated on here, but are discussed in more detail in Willenberg (forthcoming). 
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any way in the Community Guidelines. Similar to the cases of verbal 
self-censorship surrounding the lexeme paedophile, this commen-
tary channel employs different techniques to self-censor the lexeme 
abortion in their video. These techniques similarly use the modal 
affordances available on YouTube and include blurring/pixelation of 
the written word and the use of an x-word construction a-word in 
the spoken mode. What sets this case apart is that the self-censor-
ship here is accompanied by explicit metacommunication, which 
also occurs multimodally as shown in Example 7 and Figure 6. 

Example 7: Transcript Excerpt “These family vloggers just made the worst 
video on YouTube” [09:52−10:04]. TM: = TehMimi 

TM: I’m trying to be specific with my wording here because 
I’ve noticed a lot of videos have been um age-re-
stricted when using the a-word, so I’m not gonna say 
that.

Figure 6: Screenshot from “These family vloggers just made the worst video 
on YouTube” [08:00] 

Age-restriction on YouTube is typically algorithmically achieved 
and may result in both demonetisation of videos and decreased vis-
ibility since users would need an account to view age-restricted vid-
eos. It is clearly positioned here as to be avoided. The use of passive 
sentences obscures the agent of the age-restriction, and the modal 
might illustrate uncertainties about the taboo status of the word. 
This fits with the assumption that participants have to contend with 
algorithmic ‘black boxes’. This commentary channel chooses a bet-
ter-safe-than-sorry approach of preliminary obedience to perceived 
algorithmic pressures. The linguistic and visual choices (in the form 
of self-censorship) are thus explicitly oriented towards a potential 
overhearer: the content-moderating algorithm (see also Willenberg 
forthcoming). Format features of this channel are thus negotiated in 
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relation to perceived agency of algorithms and may thus become en-
trenched in the format. Abortion is conceived as a taboo topic (even 
though it prompted the commentary video in the first place). In 
other words, the taboo is part of formats in an algorithmically con-
trolled communicative sphere, rather than in society more broadly. 
It is then avoidance on the lexical level which allows the discussion 
of the taboo in this format. Again, the notion of embedding is rele-
vant here: TM censors the video title chosen by another channel, i.e. 
another video that exists on the platform, in the screenshot shown. 
The censorship undertaken in her video can be seen as a rejection 
of communicative practices from other formats (here, documentary) 
on YouTube. 

3.3.4 Format negotiation in the comment section 

Considering both YouTube videos and their corresponding com-
ments as data allows the researcher to investigate reactions to spe-
cific communicative practices, and this allows insight into the nego-
tiation processes taking place in fluid digital environments. The 
comment sections of YouTube videos are prime locations for inves-
tigating such metacommunication. In terms of studying censorship 
and self-censorship, a consideration of the comment section pro-
vides a unique perspective, since comment sections do not experi-
ence monetisation-related pressures, but may self-censor a) to ad-
here to (perceived) top-down/codified and bottom-up/emergent 
communicative norms, b) to remain visible and c) to signal group 
membership. 

As such, the negotiation of taboo content and its censorship may 
be taken up in a video’s comment section. The following comments 
were left under TM’s video, the first showing an adoption of the self-
censored a-word: 

Example 8: 

My only argument against women getting a-words is if the fa-
ther is in the picture and doesn't get a choice about his baby. 
But that’s just me. Otherwise idk lmao your body your choice. 

Example 9: 

As a teenager, I was brainwashed to have the same exact view 
on ab0rt10n. [...] 

As this last example illustrates, a different form of self-censorship is 
used, which can be termed typographic replacement (Willenberg 
2024: 108–109). Since blurring is not afforded in YouTube comment 
sections, participants thus use different semiotic resources available 



Willenberg/Schildhauer: Format negotiation 234 

jfml Vol 8 (2026), No 3: 212–243 

in the communicative mode of writing for self-censorship, choosing 
visually similar characters to obscure the taboo lexeme. As argued 
elsewhere, typographic replacement seems to be a case of self-cen-
sorship not targeted at human recipients, but at algorithmic or auto-
mated filters. The visual similarity to the original lexeme suggests 
that authors want to maintain a degree of readability while still 
avoiding potentially taboo words. This practice likely has its origins 
in leetspeak (Perea/Duñabeitia/Carreiras 2008: 237). 12 

In addition to adoption of self-censorship techniques, self-cen-
sorship as a format feature can also be questioned, as in Example 6, 
or otherwise explicitly discussed in the comment sections, as the fol-
lowing example illustrates: 

Example 10: Comment under “THESE FAMILY VLOGGERS HAVE GONE TOO 
FAR” 

I appreciate the fact that you censored the children’s faces. 
You are protecting the childrens dignity when the parents 
won’t. 

Here, SL’s censorship choices are affirmed by the commenter, 
which indicates the acceptance of self-censorship as a formal format 
feature by recipients. At the same time, the presence of children in 
family vlogging is criticised, contributing to negotiation of commu-
nicative practices on a meta- or platform level. Going back to Figure 
2, this example illustrates how formats can be negotiated in relation, 
and sometimes in conflict, to existing conventions at various levels 
and can, in turn, influence these (and other) conventions and prac-
tices. 

While Example 10 shows affirmation of the practice, this is not 
always the case in our data. Under HE’s video, while affirmation in-
itially takes place, we also find the following replies (15−23): 

12 A similar process of self-censorship in the video and take-up in the comments 
can be observed for the lexeme rape. 
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top-level 
comment 

Can we just appreciate how respective she is to the chil-
dren, blurring out their faces. We need more people like 
this, why isn’t she so much bigger?!? 

comment 
reply 1 

omg, i was thinking the same thing 

[14 comments omitted] 

comment 
reply 15 

a lot of you tubers who make videos about family channels 
actually blur them out too…not even worth praising lmao 

comment 
reply 16 

I’m sorry but u need to raise your standards, like that is 
common sense 

comment 
reply 17 

That’s common knowledge. She shouldn’t be praised for 
doing the bare minimum lmao 

comment 
reply 18 

It’s literally the bare minimum 

[two comments omitted] 

comment 
reply 21 

I think it’s only for legal reasons 

comment 
reply 22 

Exactlyy- 

comment 
reply 23 

@ commenter 17:01 the censoring doesn’t even work and 
there’s like 2 other kids there 

Example 11: Comment thread under “The Dark Side of Family Vlogging 
Channels: 8 Passengers” 

Critical replies pertain both to the formal as well as the discursive 
level of self-censorship. It is not only the censorship itself which is 
negotiated, but also the way it is done (last reply). The first two re-
plies illustrate that certain conventions surrounding censorship of 
child imagery—both implicit and explicit—seem to exist on 
YouTube. This not only stands in contrast to the praise of the origi-
nal comment, but also to the evidence suggested in our sample, 
where 8 out of 12 commentary videos do show family vlogging con-
tent featuring children. These metacommunicative exchanges tell us 
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two things: First, the heterogeneous audience in the commentary-
sphere has different format expectations for commentary videos. 
Producers then have to navigate these in their audience design (cf. 
Bell 1984; Androutsopoulos 2014; Frobenius 2014). Self-censorship 
can be considered a part of this navigation. 

Second, censorship negotiation can be seen as a global or format-
crossing pattern on YouTube: Taking the censorship in the video as 
a point of departure, members of the commentarysphere negotiate 
the presence of children on the entire platform, i.e. even in different 
formats than the one they are currently engaged with. This rejection 
of a communicative practice (showing children in family vlogging) in 
turn contributes to the format patterns of commentary videos. The 
negotiation and development of individual formats can thus serve to 
express users’ perspective on broader discursive values or genre 
conventions. In contrast to the format negotiations that occur in situ 
as with our Zoom example above, metacommunication in comment 
sections will not have an immediate effect on the individual 
texts/videos they respond to. The procedurality of format negotia-
tion consequently has to consider the temporality (i.e. synchronicity 
vs. asynchronicity) inscribed in specific online communication 
forms. 

4 Conclusions 

This paper demonstrated the application of format as an analytic 
lens in media linguistics. A modification of the model allows us to 
comprehensively assess how format is negotiated in fluid digital en-
vironments. In this context, the algorithmicity of such environments 
proved a key factor in ongoing format negotiations. Participants take 
the algorithmicity of digital environments into account when engag-
ing in format negotiations, for instance when ‘the’ algorithm is ori-
ented to as a non-human agent present in the participation frame-
work. 

The adaptability of format as a concept becomes especially ap-
parent in multimodal contexts, where meaning is made on the basis 
of platforms’ communicative potentials. Here, both potentiality and 
procedurality are critical, and format provides a useful lens, which 
allows the assessment of communicative practices on several differ-
ent analytical levels. This is especially evident when format negoti-
ation processes occur in opposition to existing conventions and 
genre patterns. Further, we have demonstrated how format can cas-
cade: Existing formats or genre patterns (like seminar/workshop or 
family vlogging on YouTube) can serve as points of departure for 
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the (re-)negotiation of other formats such as a Zoom lecture or com-
mentary videos, or even commentary video comment sections. For-
mat negotiation is thus a cyclical, dynamic process which considers 
both medial affordances and platform logics. 

It is our assumption that format as a dynamic notion negotiated in 
specific interactions may be empirically better to grasp than other 
concepts such as genre as more abstract, relatively stable socio-cog-
nitive devices (Karlgren 2011), and therefore better suited to the me-
dia-linguistic investigation of digital communicative environments. 
It provides an analytical focus that bridges genre as a socio-cognitive 
device and concrete, observable communicative practices. It can 
thus be considered a consistent continuation of an ethno-categorical 
genre approach, and advances it by foregrounding meta-communi-
cation and the situated practices through which participants actively 
constitute and modify communicative frames as a central locus of 
format negotiation. 
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