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Economic sustainable performance always includes opposing aims, thus today many 

businesses are facing a social versus financial dilemma. In this study, the case of avalanche 

airbag producers is adapted. Their communicative challenge is to act commercially viable 

and to be socially responsible at the same time. 

This study is theoretically based on risk communication, paradox theory, semiotics and 

framing. As it is a qualitative study, semiotic analysis from a multimodal approach is applied 

in order to investigate how the chosen companies (ORTOVOX and Backcountry Access) 

maneuver within this tension in their communication discursively. Two educational videos 

were selected as material. 

The research question addressed in this thesis is: How do the producers of avalanche 

airbags deal with the paradox of being commercially feasible and socially responsible 

within their educational video? This is investigated by systematically analyzing the material 

and looking especially at visual-, auditory- and lexical semiotic choices as well as the 

opposing discourses of fear and joy. 

The analysis revealed two completely different communicative strategies. While the 

company Backcountry Access stressed the joy aspect and preparedness action within its 

video, ORTOVOX emphasizes the fear discourse and works with fear messages. 

Furthermore, a significant difference within the lexical choices was identified. Backcountry 

Access uses informal lexis and represents the actor as a cool guy and in harmony with the 

community role. Whereas, ORTOVOX stresses the expert knowledge by using formal 

language and scientific terms. Also, the visual construction of the social actors is in 

accordance with these findings. 

Keywords:  discursive challenges, paradox, risk communication, semiotic analysis  
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Introduction  
Organizations face multiple challenges within their communication (Allen, 2015). Economic 

sustainable performance always includes opposing aims, thus today many businesses are 

facing a social versus financial dilemma. These contradicting goals result in uneasy tensions 

for the firms (Wong & Dhanesh, 2017) and therefore, paradox theory comes into play. 

Paradox theory is a meta-theoretical framework, which became increasingly plentiful within 

the last two decades (Lewis & Smith, 2014). Paradox means “conflicting demands, opposing 

perspectives, or seemingly illogical findings“ (Lewis, 2000, p. 760). Through the lens of 

paradox theory “tensions appear as organizational problems in need of solutions“ (Lewis, 

2000, p. 129). Most of the studies using paradox theory are dealing with active thinking 

strategies for coexistence of the opposing forces (Jia Yun Wong & Dhanesh, 2017). Paradox 

theory stands following for acceptance and management of contradictions and for balancing 

elements that cause tension.  

Within this study, I am taking an academic interest in the communicative challenge for 

businesses which experience the paradox of communicating opposing aims. As an empirical 

case, I have chosen the producers of avalanche airbags. The key of avalanche airbags is to 

avoid getting trapped within an avalanche and to keep the victim on top of the snow.  

Avalanches are a risk of great significance within alpine regions, which makes it necessary for 

these organizations to be educative within their message to increase knowledge about the 

avalanche risk. Nevertheless, the companies need to balance their communication between 

acting socially responsible and educative on the one hand, and on the other hand to be 

commercially viable and to increase sales. This makes it interesting to examine how 

avalanche airbag producers are balancing these contradictions in their communication 

discursively. I want to examine the different strategies and discourses within their 

communication and which side of the paradox they emphasize. 

As this is a qualitative study, using semiotic analysis with a multimodal approach, I have 

chosen two of the biggest avalanche airbag producers with an educational program as part of 

their business strategy, namely ORTOVOX and Backcountry Access. Their communicative 

strategy will be determined by looking at how the message is molded and framed within this 

paradox. Looking at how the companies deal with this tension is relevant, as they are the ones 

selling the equipment. 

Even though there appeared some studies examining the communicative strategies of 

tensions within the last few years, there is still a lack of empirical studies of how businesses 

manage different tensions discursively. Researchers (Lewis & Smith, 2014; Ozanne et al., 
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2016; Wong & Dhanesh, 2017) agree on this lack and are calling for more empirical research 

on strategies to respond to paradoxical tensions.  

Recreational winter sports and the economic branch 

“In alpine regions snow avalanches are a natural hazard of great significance” (Schneebeli, 

Laternser, & Ammann, 1997). They have an immense power and are a threat to buildings, 

infrastructures, traffic routes and for human lives. In 2010, the German Alpine Associations 

(DAV) reported about 150 avalanche accidents with deadly end in the Alps (Dobel, 2010). In 

average over 100 people lose their lives each year in avalanches in this region (Techel et al., 

2016). According to the US avalanche center, avalanche accidents with fatal ends have 

increased dramatically since the past 20 years (“US Avalanche Fatalities 1950-2016,” 2016). 

During 1960 and 1980 the number of fatal accidents in uncontrolled terrain has doubled due 

to the increase of winter sports recreationists. Nevertheless, technological innovations and 

the improvement of avalanche management have succeeded in keeping the number of 

avalanche accidents with deadly end relatively stable since that time, even though the 

number of backcountry recreationists is still exploding (Techel et al., 2016). In terms of stable 

numbers of accidents, it must be mentioned that it also depends on the start and end of the 

winter season, what strongly relies on weather conditions. Therefore, most statistics about 

winter sports accidents are not representative, as they use data of the same period of time of 

every year, but often the beginning and end of the season differs due to snow conditions. 

The endangered community includes not only skiers, but also ski hikers, snowmobilers and 

snow-shoe hikers. Technological innovations and avalanche safety equipment (including 

avalanche airbags) are not only helping in reducing losses, they are also the reason why it 

becomes easier for people to practice these sports without special knowledge. The 

advertisement and promotion of these technological innovations are downplaying the risk 

and are following the reason why the people become the sentiment, that the risk is less 

dangerous.  

As already mentioned, the backcountry skiing community is increasing, which is mostly due 

to advertising, media and commercialization and new technologies (Burkeljca, 2013; Puchan, 

2004). Nevertheless, avalanche training and education are still lacking within the community 

(Haegeli, Gunn, & Haider, 2012). “Lack of knowledge often ends in injury or death” 

(Burkeljca, 2013, p. 415). Additionally, experts and avalanche warning organizations claim 

that economic organizations are solely promoting the fun and are not doing enough for 

communicating the risk and educating risk-takers (Zobl, 2016). An important issue for risk 

management is information and education. “[…] creating awareness through information is 

essential“ (Holub & Fuchs, 2009, p. 523) in risk communication. As central part of the 
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society, corporations should take up their responsibility towards the society and act ethically 

(Wong & Dhanesh, 2017).  

Due to increasing challenges within the business sector, business-as-usual is not sufficient 

anymore. Companies need to think of how to present information in an accessible way to 

their customers. This can be done through a careful selection of semiotic choices and framing 

(Allen, 2015).  

ORTOVOX 

ORTOVOX is a German company and due to the development of an innovative avalanche 

transceiver (a device sending radio waves which can be located in case of an avalanche burial) 

in the 1980 indispensable within the avalanche safety branch. Since 1988 the company not 

only sells avalanche safety equipment but also sports clothing (ORTOVOX, n.d.). In the 

context of the 2016 international sports article fair (ISPO), ORTOVOX¢s newest avalanche 

airbag was awarded as the most innovative product of the year (ORTOVOX, 2017). 

Furthermore, ORTOVOX together with the VDBS (Verband Deutscher Berg- und Skiführer) 

started a safety initiative. This initiative includes a micro-website about avalanche risks, as 

well as educational videos on YouTube, which are accessible through their website. The 

company defined for themselves the mission to make mountain sport safer and furthermore 

to save lives (ORTOVOX, n.d.).  

Backcountry Access  

The company Backcountry Access was established by mountain enthusiasts who developed 

an avalanche transceiver in 1994 in the US. Today also Backcountry Access does not only sell 

avalanche transceivers anymore, but a full range of avalanche safety equipment as well as 

clothes. Further, they developed their own and a completely new avalanche airbag technology 

(Backcountry Access, n.d.-a). Also, Backcountry Access has defined as its mission to save 

lives and not just to sell products. Therefore, they created avalanche education videos for 

professionals and recreationists on their website. The videos are also available on their 

YouTube channel (Backcountry Access, n.d.-b).  

Avalanches – a communication tradition  

Avalanche management has a very long tradition and goes back to the beginning of the last 

century (Institut für Schnee und Lawinenforschung, 2017a). Since humans settled down in 

alpine habitat, crossed it or enjoyed it as tourists, they were endangered by avalanches and 

following they had to deal with it. Especially communication and observation play integral 

parts in avalanche management. To gather the necessary information multiple sources must 

collaborate and a communication flow within special organizations and institutions needs to 

be ensured. In most alpine countries, an avalanche warning bulletin is published every 
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morning in winter. Therefore, specialists interpret the measured data, compile snow profiles, 

consider the weather developments and forecasts and produce together with local observers 

(mostly inn keepers and local mountain guides) the avalanche warning (Institut für Schnee 

und Lawinenforschung, 2017b). This avalanche warning is spread through several channels 

to the community, including newspapers, television, radio, smartphone applications, 

messenger services, social media (Facebook, Twitter), special websites, e-mail-, fax- and 

telephone service (Lawinenwarndienst Tirol, 2016). Inn keepers give their guest 

recommendations where they can go and where they should avoid to go because of too high 

avalanche risks.  

In terms of education programs mainly social organizations (e.g. alpinist associations) are 

taking their responsibility (Zobl, 2016) and try to raise awareness. Nowadays economic 

organizations come into play in this huge communication network, as they discovered 

recreational sports as a niche market. Nevertheless, they have to figure out how they can 

balance their economic and social interests. Especially under consideration, that 

documentaries and action movies often create the perception that avalanches can be 

controlled (e.g. if skiers are able to drive away from the avalanche) and downplay or even 

distorts the risk (Beullens et al., 2014). Due to this fact, it becomes even more necessary to 

educate the endangered community and raise awareness, as deeper knowledge about the 

natural hazard and how to avoid it could help in decreasing the number of dead sportsman 

and also to bring mountain- rescue and police in less dangerous situations (Burkeljca, 2013).  

Concluding, avalanche communication is a vivid tradition, avalanche risk management relies 

strongly on communication and therefore it is especially worth doing research on how 

avalanche airbag producers are balancing the contradicting goals in their communication.  

Aim and research question  

The relevance of this study is given by looking at avalanches as a real risk. Techel et al. (2016) 

highlight in their article that avalanches remain a life-threatening event for humans and 

following its communication needs to be on the first place in avalanche risk management. 

Furthermore, avalanches are likely to rise in the future because of both, climate change 

reasons and societal demands (such as the increased interest in winter sports). This brings 

economic organizations into play, and even though they need to sell their products to be 

economically sustainable, they should act responsible or educative and become a part of the 

huge communication network of the avalanche risk management. Wong and Dhanesh (2017) 

refer in their recently published article to communication scholars, and stress, that these 

scholars  
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called for more empirical research on how organizations discursively 

navigate tensions triggered by the pursuit of divergent economic, social, and 

environmental goals […] and for research that fully explores discursive 

strategies used by organizations that pursue oppositional goals. (Wong & 

Dhanesh, 2017, p. 105) 

This is what motivates the study. Therefore, I will examine how the companies are dealing 

with this paradox, by looking at how they construct their message. The construction of the 

message which strives to increase sales in order to be economic sustainable is interesting, as 

ads became more subtle in the last few years (Cook, 2001).  

The aim of the study is to show how businesses are maneuvering within this paradox. This 

study should contribute to the knowledge about the communicative management of 

contradicting goals (paradoxes) within the field of risk communication. The winter sports 

branch represents only the empirical case. Findings could also be adapted to other branches 

or businesses exposed to paradoxical tensions. Within this case study, I am going to provide a 

better understanding how the chosen companies deal with the paradox of being commercially 

viable on the one hand and educative and socially responsible on the other hand. 

The purpose of the study is to reveal, weather the companies chosen for this case are taking 

their responsibility in educating and informing their consumers or if they solely are focusing 

on promoting their products. Findings will not only contribute to the risk communication 

field, they will also show strategies to manage paradoxical aims discursively. Furthermore, if 

the companies take up their responsibility, they are able to mitigate hazard losses and reduce 

risk-disasters.  

Within the scope of this master thesis, I want to answer the following research question: 

(RQ) How do producers of avalanche airbags deal with the paradox of being commercially 

feasible and socially responsible within their educational videos? 

To answer this overarching question, I will break it down by asking the following sub-

questions: 

• Which actors and processes are illustrated in the video, and how are they represented 

linguistically and visually? (Brookes & Harvey, 2017) 

• Which signs and connotations can be identified?  

To identify how the social actors within the material are positioned, helps in revealing how 

the audience is encouraged to understand and assess the message, as semiotic choices of 

representation communicate particular ideas (Machin, 2007). 
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As analytical concepts, I will distinguish between acting socially responsible and being 

commercially viable. I seek to show how the numerous semiotic components of these videos 

appear to be deployed to induce fear and anxiety within the community, while contributing to 

the commercialization of the product.  

Structure of the study  

After the introduction, the presentation of the aim and the research question, I will give an 

overview of relevant literature and previous studies. The state of the art literature review is 

important in order to position this study and to highlight the research gap. As the literature 

review contains important studies as well as findings within the risk communication field, 

some findings will be used for the discussion and analytical categories as utilized within 

previous studies will partly be adapted.  

After the research review I will define and explain the adapted theories, which I will use as 

overarching analytical concepts. Following I will describe the method of the study, namely a 

semiotic analysis. The concepts will be defined in detail and broken down into small 

analytical categories. In addition, I will describe how I chose the material. In the methods 

section, it is also important to emphasize why video-material is appropriate for this study and 

to discuss the validity of the analysis.  

After describing the whole research process the study is finally conducted. Firstly, I will 

describe the visual and lexical elements within the videos, as this is important for 

contextualization purposes. Secondly, the video material will be investigated in detail for the 

analytical categories.  

After the analysis, I will discuss the findings in the conclusion and emphasize the importance 

of the study. In the last part of this paper I will define the limitations and make suggestions 

for future research.  

Literature review 
In this chapter I firstly summarize previous research dealing on the one hand with similar 

paradoxical tensions and on the other hand using semiotic or multimodal analysis as a 

method. Highlighting related research is necessary to differentiate the study from existing 

research and for defining the research gap.  

The literature review further mentions some studies coming from the field of risk 

communication to give a deeper understanding for the case. This section focuses on 

approaches of effective risk communication. As I try to reveal how the message is 

constructed, the findings of this study will be compared and discussed with previous findings 

in the conclusion. Nevertheless, I want to explicitly clarify that I do not use the findings in 



 

 
 
 
 

7 

order to investigate effects, rather I use suggestion of effective risk communication studies to 

examine the quality of the message. 

Semiotic analysis, the representation of risk and the economic paradox  

Wong and Danesh (2017) investigated in their study which strategies luxury brands 

developed to manage the paradox of pursuing their economical aims and meeting the 

complex stakeholder expactations of staying socially as well as environmentally responsible. 

Theoretically based in paradox theory and CSR communication they examined through a 

qualitative content analysis (especially looking into rethoric devices and linguistic elements) 

how the brands discursively navigate this tension on their websites. Findings revealed two 

discursive strategies: harmonious coexistence and convergence of paradoxes. The study 

suggests that findings can also be applied to other sectors.  

The study of Lee et al. (2014) deals with persuasive appeals and framing on the websites of 

medical tourism brokers. Framing theory and prospect theory are used for the analysis. It 

was examined, how the brokers construct the reality through including or excluding 

information. Findings showed that these websites highlight the benefits of the treatments 

and downplay the risks. This is problematic because of several reasons: firstly potential 

patients do not get the whole information and therefore life-threatening conditions will be 

underestimated, secondly it is unethical and thirdly it raises legal concerns. The analysis 

showed, that these websites tried to persuade potential consumers through superficial 

messages stressing the expertise. There was a general lack of in-depth information enabling 

consumers to make educated decisions.  

Beulens et al. (2011) described in their study the influence of the portrayal of risky driving in 

action movies on driving behavior and risk perception. They point out that dangerous ways of 

driving are portrayed in movies and this could according to media effects theories have a 

significant influence on the audience. Further, it is argued that outcomes of risky driving 

behavior are under represented, neither were safety actions (e.g. fastening the seat belt) 

shown. This misrepresentation could increase misperceptions within the audience. The 

findings of their content analysis suggest, that if role models would take prevention actions 

e.g. wearing a seat belt, this action would be perceived as norm and could have an influence 

on non users.  

Brookes and Harvey (2015) investigated scare tactiscs as well as commercial strategies in 

public health campaigns (Brookes & Harvey, 2015, p. 57). They claim, that beside pointing 

out beneficial actions to take to support hope, the most common discurisve strategy is to 

work with fear messages. The examination was conducted through multimodal analysis on 

six campaign images. The study wanted to emphaize the danger of diabetes, to reveal fear-
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inducing messages and commercial strategies. Findings showed that the campaign does not 

address preventing actions but fear messages and following concerns about the moral claim 

arise.  

A more recent study of Brookes and Harvey (2017) examined the redeveloped website of a 

payday loan provider by using multimodal analysis. The website was chosen, as (they refer 

here to Kress and van Leeuwen, 2001) websites are “an infinitely rich and detailed set of 

semiotic resources“ (Brookes & Harvey, 2017, pp. 170–171). Within their analysis, they 

identified three overlapping themes: “(1) constructing the empowered and responsible 

borrower, (2) de-stigmatising […] the payday borrower, and (3) minimising the consequences 

and risks associated with payday borrowing“ (Brookes & Harvey, 2017, pp. 171–172).  

Within another study, Harvey (2013, p. 691) did a multimodal analysis of commercial hair 

loss websites. He described four discursive strategies, through which the websites endorse 

hair loss treatments: “(1) representing the balding man as type and outcast, (2) promoting 

the attractiveness and self-assurance of the hirsute man, (3) situating male hair loss in a 

scientific discourse and (4) encouraging consumers to self-evaluate their hair loss” (Harvey, 

2013, p. 691). 

Moran and Lee (2013) did a multimodal analysis on Australian surgery websites and the 

representation of genital surgery for women. The ways in which surgical interventions are 

normalized were examined. Within the four chosen websites, three themes could be 

identified. Findings show, that a rhetoric of choice conceals an ideology of body conformity 

and beauty ideals. Neoliberalism could be identified as ideological base within each theme. 

“Neoliberal ideology promotes consumerism and individualism and assumes that all 

individuals should exercise […] personal responsibility” (Moran & Lee, 2013, p. 376).  

Ozanne et al. (2016) did a multiple case study on the organizational responses to paradoxical 

tensions with a focus on the triple-bottom-line (the pressure for companies to be socially 

responsible and environmental friendly while pursuing economic objectives at the same 

time). They aimed to identify how organizations respond to these tensions and argue that 

“there is a lack of empirical studies examining how firms effectively manage the intersection 

of social, environmental, and economic responsibilities” (Ozanne et al., 2016, p. 250). 

Findings show how a communicative balance within this tensions can create conditions of 

wealth, sustainable economy and security.  

Koteyko (2009) did a discourse analysis of advertisements for nutrition containing 

probiotics. She examined how the different values of being healthy are discursively 

constructed to the products. She adapted genre analysis as suggested by Bhatia (2002), this 

analysis aims “to understand […] the realities of the world of texts. The real world is not only 

complex but dynamic too; complex in the sense that it incorporates texts of various kinds, 
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serving often overlapping and at the same time, conflicting communicative purposes” 

(Bhatia, 2002, p. 7). Within the ads argumentation, the companies construct health benefits 

to their products by using the endorsements of professionals and citing studies. Further, 

words with positive healthy connotations are used frequently. By using imperative and 

second person pronouns, an equal and personalized relationship between producer and 

consumer (Koteyko, 2009, p. 121) is constructed. Findings showed, how the websites 

persuade, inform, educate and entertain at the same time. 

This chapter identified Brookes and Harvey (2015, 2017; 2013) as key researchers within the 

field of the communication of paradoxes. Further, most of the reviewed studies deal with the 

construction of the message as well as with discursive strategies (Brookes & Harvey, 2015, 

2017; Koteyko, 2009; Lee et al., 2014; Moran & Lee, 2013; Wong & Dhanesh, 2017). 

Moreover, foregrounding as well as backgrounding (Beullens et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2014; 

Wong & Dhanesh, 2017) the deployment of social actors (Beullens et al., 2011; Koteyko, 

2009; Lee et al., 2014) as well as ethics (Brookes & Harvey, 2015; Lee et al., 2014) and 

framing (Koteyko, 2009; Lee et al., 2014) play an essential role. The reviewed studies show 

an upcoming interest in the discursive navigation of paradoxical aims within strategic 

communication. Even though the study of Wong and Dhanesh (2017) has to a certain degree 

a similar approach than I take within this master thesis, they call for further studies within 

other branches to give a deeper understanding of how tensions are discursively navigated. 

Furthermore, the adapted analytical categories vary. 

Effective risk communication and the distribution of risk messages  

Demeritt and Norbert (2014) summarized different studies of good risk communication 

which are often competing. They used the four model of risk communication by Wardman 

(2008). The first two models (risk message- and risk government model) are one-way modes 

of communication. The other two are two-way modes of communication (risk instrument- 

and risk dialogue model). While the risk message model is focusing on the design and 

framing of the message, the risk instrument model deals with strategies to control risk 

perception. For the risk government model, risk communication is seen as political power 

that provides information for individual choice instead of regulation (based on Foucault’s 

idea of governmentality). Findings are, that different needs require different risk 

communication models. 

Wardman (2008) also used the three imperatives by Fiorino (1990). The normative 

imperative sees risk communication as ethical and claims that it is done, simply because it 

must be done. Individuals should be informed to enable them to decide. The instrumental 

imperative sees risk communication as an instrument for organizations to help them achieve 

their goals. The substantive imperative sees risk communication as a means to improve 
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knowledge. The three imperatives show that risk communication can serve different aims. 

Wardman (2008) further used Kasperson et al¢s (1988) social amplification of risk 

framework, which provides a better understanding of risk communication in combination 

with economics, society and psychology. It is grounded in the Shannon-Weaver model (1949) 

and argues, that the communication process underlies complex interactions of different 

modes, e.g. heuristics, stigmatization, values and beliefs, dramatization or credibility.  

Kasperson (2014) also investigated the lessons learned in risk communication within the last 

three decades. Findings show, that “sustained effort throughout the risk deliberation process“ 

(Kasperson, 2014, p. 1235) is necessary. He argues that the public is not able to cope with the 

full range of uncertainty. To communicate effectively, it is most important to tailor the 

appropriate message.  

Palenchar and Heath¢s (2007) paper is based on the approach that key of risk communication 

is to add value to society. It is argued, that “a fully functioning risk community is one in 

which risks are known to occur, and this knowledge keeps industry, government, and citizens 

continually learning” (Heath & Palenchar, 2000, p. 156). The communication process and the 

content are essential to increase awareness and knowledge and to generate positive attitudes 

and behaviors. Further, how the message is framed plays a vital role towards the reaction.  

Saquini et al. (2016) concentrated on communication interventions “designed to motivate 

reduction of disaster risk” (Sanquini et al., 2016, p. 345). Firstly, they give a deeper 

understanding of the message¢s role and the messenger. Secondly, they produced content for 

an intervention movie in consideration of the theory of communicating actionable risk 

(Wood et al., 2012), which suggest that “people will take preparedness action when they 

know what to do, think it would work, and receive accordant social cues“ (Sanquini et al., 

2016, p. 346). It is argued, that the main motivational factor to take preparedness actions is 

the experience of a disaster. An important issue for communication strategies is framing, as it 

has great influence on the preparedness action if “the desired behavior is framed in a positive 

or negative way” (Sanquini et al., 2016, p. 349). Findings show, that high sympathy can be 

achieved through role models, who are in harmony with the community roles. Fear arousing 

messages should be avoided. 

Wood et al. (2012) suggest to focus on preparedness actions instead of the risk itself and 

named this approach communication actionable risk. The model includes several constructs 

making communication campaigns effective: content (suggesting specific actions and the 

outcome), density (using several channels), repetition (of the message), consistency (over 

time and avoiding conflicting information), observation (seeing other people getting 

prepared), knowledge (as base for taking actions), perceived effectiveness and milling 
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(reinforcement through interpersonal communication). One important finding is, that it is 

more effective to communicate actions instead of risks. 

McClure et al. (2009) investigated message framing for risk preparedness actions and 

distinguished between the frame of the action and the outcome. Participants were handed 

one of six leaflets discussing the benefits of earthquake preparation with different framed 

examples. Findings showed, that negative outcome frames lead to higher risk perceptions 

and an increased willingness to prepare. The highest effect could be achieved through the 

combination of negative outcomes with positive actions. Nevertheless, it must be considered 

that attitudes are strongly embedded in societal values and can therefore differ.  

Even though the articles within this chapter are related to effective risk communication, it 

stresses the perspective, that risk information and communication is ethical and the 

democratic obligation of social and economic organizations (Demeritt & Nobert, 2014; Heath 

& Palenchar, 2000; Wardman, 2008). Further the studies give implications for the 

construction of the message in order to be effective (Demeritt & Nobert, 2014; Heath & 

Palenchar, 2000; Kasperson, 2014; Kasperson et al., 1988; Wardman, 2008) and to see the 

importance of framing (Heath & Palenchar, 2000; McClure et al., 2009; Sanquini et al., 

2016; Wardman, 2008). Additionally, the importance of the social actors representation is 

highlighted (Kasperson, 2014; Kasperson et al., 1988; Sanquini et al., 2016; Wardman, 

2008). Especially the article of Wardman (2008) stresses the paradox within business 

communication, as he argues that different imperatives serve different aims. Also Kasperson 

(1988) agrees to this insight and explains the interplay of different areas of communication 

where processes underlie complex interactions of choices and includes values and beliefs 

(Kasperson et al., 1988; McClure et al., 2009; Palenchar & Heath, 2007). 

Positioning the study and identification of the research gap 

Even if there is a vast amount of literature about how risk-generating organizations should 

inform their communities about risks and hazards, these studies mainly concern 

organizations generating chemical hazards. Furthermore, as already mentioned, several 

studies are calling for further research dealing with paradoxes within communication (Wong 

& Dhanesh, 2017, p. 90). Within the concept of balancing contradicting aims in strategic 

communication, there is a lack of research. Only a view studies exist investigating how 

organizations discursively manage tension. But to give a better understanding of the 

discursive balancing act, more qualitative research is necessary. 
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Theoretical frame and concepts 
As this case-study deals with the communication of risks, I briefly define the term risk and 

introduce risk communication. This is necessary to clarify the concepts behind this study and 

to position this master thesis. Furthermore, the concepts of framing and semiotics are 

introduced, as the overarching paradox of being commercially viable and acting socially 

responsible will be broke down into two corresponding frames. These frames will 

furthermore be broken down in semiotic choices which will serve the analysis. Especially 

framing and semiotics are important to evaluate the messages, to identify how these 

messages are constructed and which connotations they evoke in the information process. 

Furthermore, to present risk information in an accessible way can be influenced by the 

careful selection of semiotic choices and framing (Allen, 2015). 

Definition of risk 

The term risk describes the […] likelihood of loss from a hazard as a measure 

of the probability and severity of an adverse effect on health. Risk occurs 

when an individual interacts with a hazard, which is a source of potential 

harm for human health. (Haegeli et al., 2012, pp. 563–564) 

Different actions have the possibility of augmenting or mitigating a hazard (Palenchar & 

Heath, 2007). Palenchar and Heath (2007) refer to Althaus (2005) who highlights the 

different interpretations of risk:  

[…] anthropology views risk as a cultural phenomenon, sociology a societal 

phenomenon, economics a decisional phenomenon related to a means of 

securing wealth or avoiding loss […], psychology as a behavioral and 

cognitive phenomenon, linguistics as a concept […], and philosophy as a 

problematic phenomenon. (Palenchar & Heath, 2007, p. 122)  

According to this citation, risk from an economic perspective is a decisional phenomenon 

between the wealth or the increase of the sales and a loss (in this case the loss of lives within 

the community).  

Risk communication 

“The risk communication field is clearly a vast and rapidly growing area” (Wardman, 2008, 

p. 1619). The first conference on risk communication was held in 1986 in Washington DC 

with 500 attending experts. Since then, publications in this field exploded. Nevertheless, 

practices of risk communication have changed little (Kasperson, 2014, p. 1233) and the ideal 

risk communication approach is still lacking (Wood et al., 2012, p. 603).  
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“Risk communication is defined as any purposeful exchange of information about health or 

environmental risks between interested parties“ (Covello et al., 1986, p. 172). In the case of 

this study, it refers to the social responsibility of the companies to exchange information with 

the community about the avalanche risk. It includes the transmission of information about 

the risk itself, its cause and possible actions to take (Wood et al., 2012, p. 603). It can also be 

seen as strategic communication which “is defined as the purposeful use of communication 

by an organization to fulfill its mission” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 3), as it tries to alert and 

persuade people and also to construct a certain meaning and evolve a particular perspective. 

Strategic communication is a unifying paradigm to study organizations¢ purposeful 

communications and to show how they promote themselves (Hallahan et al., 2007). 

As risk communication deals with uncertainties, it is an extremely complex process (Calman, 

2002, p. 166). This could explain the diverse disciplines (e.g. psychology, medicine, sociology, 

public-health, cognitive science, etc.) involved in risk communication research, as well as the 

different frameworks and theoretical orientations (Wood et al., 2012, p. 602). Risk 

communicators have to be aware that the roots of their techniques often lie in political, 

economic or social contexts, implying power structures and knowledge relations (Demeritt & 

Nobert, 2014; Wardman, 2008). One needs to consider, that social, economic and political 

organizations shape the risk perception by framing their message. This recognition signifies 

the need for communication measures to influence a community’s risk perception. As 

Wardman (2008, p. 1621) argues, risk communication and behavioral advice can also be seen 

as the fulfillment of democratic functions such as the public right-to know or freedom of 

information.  

Even though I argued that businesses need to take up their responsibility in communicating 

the risk, it has to be mentioned, that especially the internet made it possible for consumers to 

take their own responsibility and actively seek out for knowledge and information (Koteyko, 

2009). 

Semiotics 

Machin and Mayr (2012) refer in their book to Hodge and Kress (1988) and argue “that 

language is a form of social practice […] intertwined with how we act and how we maintain 

and regulate our societies” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 2). Language is therefore a social 

practice that promotes and naturalizes certain ideas, practices and values. Following, 

language directs our thinking. In a choice of words, we may understand what is said, but not 

directly how it is said (Machin & Mayr, 2012). As I aim to reveal how meaning is created 

within the chosen material, semiotics has to be applied, as “Semiotics is primarily a mode of 

analysis that seeks to understand how signs perform or convey meaning in context“ 

(Manning, 1987, p. 25). To sum up, semiotics is the science of signs (Manning, 1987). 
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The theoretical field of semiotics has been nourished by different phases over time. In the 

1930s it was the Prague School, based in linguistics with the communicative function of 

foregrounding. In the 1960s the Paris School brought its ideas into semiotics. Even though 

the ideas of several linguists are still taught today (including Saussure, Metzn, Halliday 

(2014)) (Kress & Leeuwen, 1996), the most significant researcher within semiotics was 

probably Barthes (1973, 1977). He claimed, that meaning is created through the interplay of 

different signs (Hansen & Machin, 2014, p. 8). Following meaning can only be created 

through mental links between a signifier and its signified or in other words the association 

between a sign or an object and its function. 

Signs are composed of two inseparable entities, a signifier or expression that 

carries a message, and a signified or content that is conveyed. The connection 

that exists between the expression and the content is variable, and must be 

understood within a given set of rules or principles that guide the connections 

made. (Manning, 1987, p. 9) 

Key frameworks within semiotics are denotation and connotation. Denoting means to 

document something. It “refers to the common-sense, obvious meaning of the sign” (Fiske, 

1990, p. 86). Different meanings can only be created through connotation. By using specific 

signifiers, these certain meanings are signified by referring to identities, actions, values and 

beliefs. The connotation “describes the interaction that occurs when the sign meets the 

feelings or emotions of the users and the values of their culture“ (Fiske, 1990, p. 86). 

Or as Barthes (1977, p. 17) claims  

a denoted message, which is the analogon itself, and a connoted message, 

which is the manner in which the society to a certain extent communicates 

what it thinks of it. 

Nevertheless, important to reveal the connotation is to describe the denotation in detail. But, 

one can only realize what one already knows (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2004). This leads me 

back to the basic communication model by Shannon and Weaver (1949), which describes 

communication as the transmission of a message through a channel. Important processes 

within this basic communication model are encoding and decoding. Following transmitter 

and receiver need to have the knowledge of the same set of codes in order to be able to decode 

the encoded meaning. Manning (1987, p. 13) describes it within semiotics as follows: 

Encoding, or the process of subsuming phenomena to a code, is seen as both 

decoding and encoding simultaneously (since any sign that can be considered 

as such is coded in some fashion, any action of encoding involves extracting it 

from one code and entering it into another).  
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But Barthes (1977) argues, that for the denotation of a sign, no encoding process is necessary:  

Perceiving photographs is closely analogous to perceiving reality because 

photographs provide a point-by-point correspondence to what was in front 

of the camera, despite the fact that they reduce this reality in size, flatten it 

and, in the case of black and white, drain it of colour. (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 

2004, pp. 93–94)  

Denotation is following the window to reality that can be used to get transmit a certain 
message through signs, which leads me to the “preferred level of generality” (Van Leeuwen & 
Jewitt, 2004, p. 95).  

Using semiotics for the qualitative analysis of videos, produced by businesses, is especially 

interesting as “Semiotic choices can manipulate precisely for the purposes of aligning […] 

with consumer behavior” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 24).  

Framing 

Not only semiotics deal with selection and choices, also framing is a concept in 

communication research which deals with the shaping of a message through selection. It is an 

important concept in nearly all communication and was introduced by Goffman (1975), who 

defined frames as mental orientations which influence perception and interpretation 

(Johnston & Klandermans, 2013). Framing theory in media and communication research 

origins from visual analysis. Due to the emphasis of certain aspects, some arguments seem 

more salient. Thus, framing can also be seen as similar to persuasion (Besley & Kasperson, 

2014, p. 115; Siapera, 2010, p. 116). The selection not only shapes the message that is 

communicated, but also directs how it is received (Hansen & Machin, 2013). Hansen and 

Machin (2013, p. 287) define the concept as follows: 

Framing in communication research refers to the way in which selection (i.e. 

of events, actors, attributes, issues, but also of lexis and linguistic paradigms) 

and emphasis (i.e. the relative prominence given within a text to events, 

actors, issues, etc.) shape the messages that are (likely to be) received.  

Thus, framing refers to the way in which is talked about an issue and functions like a 

guidance in how to interpret and understand something. Within this study I will investigate 

two overarching frames which will be presented within the next chapter.  

Method and material 
The study takes place in social science, more precisely in media and communication science. 

The theories chosen for this study were already introduced in detail in the previous chapter.  
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The study will be conducted through a semiotic analysis or more precisely through 

multimodal semiotics analysis. This method allows to examine the content of two videos of 

the biggest avalanche airbag producers (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 15). Before the analysis can 

be conducted, I will explain the material selection process. Afterwards I will give a brief 

overview of the method and establish the analytical categories.  

Selection of material 

To identify the main producers of avalanche airbags, a Google search (April 2017) was 

conducted using the following keywords: avalanche airbags, winter sport safety equipment. 

I only selected companies using their own technology and not companies selling airbags 

under their brand, but using the technology of one of their competitors. I identified five 

companies: ORTOVOX, ABS, Backcountry Access, Mammut and Black Diamond. A 

background study, revealed, that one of them is not doing any effort in educating the 

community (Black Diamond), another two companies are communicating hazard experience 

reports (ABS, Mammut) and the remaining two (ORTOVOX, Backcountry Access) are 

referring to risk with informational videos on their websites.  

Although the producers of avalanche airbags use a range of different media in their 

communication, I focus on their educational videos published online. I chose videos because 

they are a multi-semiotic mode of communication (Martinec & van Leeuwen, 2009). Further 

the videos contain the most comprehensive information related to the paradox. The 

multimodal nature of videos, “enables them to interweave text, images, colour and other 

graphical material to create discursive contexts which may be difficult to identify or 

challenge” (Moran & Lee, 2013, p. 373). They have the ability to explain and illustrate 

complicated issues and many organizations already took advantage of this web-phenomenon 

for marketing- and education purposes (Huang, 2009). 

Koteyko (2009) claims, that the internet as a communication tool offers several advantages, 

such as a broad access. Due to the integration of electronic modes of communication within 

every day-life, “appropriation of lexico-grammatical resources and discursive strategies 

across discourse communities and genres is becoming increasingly common” (Bhatia, 2002, 

p. 12). That is why videos were chosen as the material for this study.  

I chose one video per company. The videos are published on a separated website category 

dedicated to the information and education of the community, under the headline avalanche 

basics. The video published by the company ORTOVOX (2013) has a total length of seven 

minutes and six seconds. The video chosen from the company Backcountry Access (2015) a 

total duration of two minutes and 55 seconds. As I am going to analyze one video produced 

for the US market (Backcountry Access) and another video produced for the European 
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market (ORTOVOX), I want to mention that these different contexts could have an influence 

on both, the content and how the community will interpret the videos, based on their values 

and beliefs (Fiske, 1990).  

Semiotic analysis 

As already introduced in the theory chapter, semiotic analysis is the corresponding tool 

which allows the researcher to observe and systematically analyze the communicative 

compositions and semiotics resources and its meanings through identifying both the 

denotation and the connotation. It is an important method in media and communication 

science and based in linguistics (Machin & Mayr, 2012). It helps in breaking down and 

systematically analyze compositions into their basic modules to understand their interplay 

and how meaning is constructed (Machin, 2007). This approach allows “the viewer to 

understand the meaning potential of the relative placement of elements, framing, salience, 

proximity, colour saturations, styles of typeface, etc.” (Machin, 2007, p. X). 

In this study I will use semiotic analysis to determine how the message is discursively 

constructed and through which discursive strategies the companies are coping with the 

paradox. The term discursive strategy within this study is understood as the way through 

which organizations are trying to overcome communication problems (Carvalho, 2005, p. 3). 

Analyzing the content is important, as it is argued that we do not live in an objective world, 

rather our imagination and world views are shaped through language (spoken, written or 

visual) (Machin & Mayr, 2012).  

As I am going to examine moving images, the method will be adapted through a multimodal 

approach, as meaning is not only created through texts, but also through all kinds of visual- 

and auditory communication. Multimodal social semiotics take beside language several other 

means for meaning making into consideration, including images, gestures, sounds, etc. 

Images and also moving images are important to activate cognitive structures and the 

imagination (Machin & Mayr, 2012). This approach helps not only to analyze single visual 

elements, but also their interplay with the lexis and to unfold the symbols behind the choices 

to reveal how the meaning is constructed (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Nevertheless, semiotic 

analysis is not able to make assumptions about how the message will be received by the 

audience, the effects or the author’s intention (Machin & Mayr, 2012).  

Important within this study are as well “the broader ideas communicated by a text” (Machin 

& Mayr, 2012, p. 20), in other words the discourses. Discourse “is a term that has been used 

to describe the broader ideas shared by people in a society about how the world works” 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 11). In the case of avalanches, and if we regard them as a real risk, 

it can be referred to discourse of fear that can be defined as  
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the pervasive communication, symbolic awareness, and expectation that 

danger and risk are a central feature of the effective environment, or the 

physical and symbolic environment as people define and experience it in 

everyday life (cited Pfuhl & Henry, 1993, p. 53 in Altheide & Schneider, 2013, 

p. 116)  

Furthermore, concerning the purpose of economic organizations, we can also refer to the 

discourse of advertising which is defined as a complex and difficult approach, trying to 

combine elements including language, images and actors in order to create meaning. 

Following Cook (2001, p. 5), claims “An ad is an interaction of elements”. 

Analytical categories 

As already asserted, videos are characteristically multimodal, unifying different semiotic 

modes to produce meaning (Martinec & van Leeuwen, 2009). Thus, I will examine visual, 

auditory as well as lexical semiotic choices brought into the artefact, in order to understand 

how social actors and the problem within the avalanche management field are discursively 

represented (Machin & Mayr, 2012; Van Leeuwen, 2008).  

In order to be able to conduct this study, I will break down the overarching paradoxical 

frames of acting responsible and being commercially viable. The first is the more responsible 

frame, when fear messages are emphasized whereas the emphasis of the prevention action 

(e.g. carrying the avalanche airbag) can be defined as a more commercial or business frame 

connected to the joy discourse of winter sports. Furthermore, I will identify the social actors 

which come into play and investigate how they are represented. 

The adapted analytical approach can be distinguished between visual semiotic choices and 

lexical choices. Nevertheless, both approaches will be combined in order to decode how their 

interplay constructs the meaning. 

Lexical choices 

A lexical analysis in other words, is to explore the kind of vocabulary, that is used. It helps to 

investigate which lexical fields are invoked and if they signify certain identities (Machin & 

Mayr, 2012). That means, the meaning behind these choices is explored to see which 

discourse is foregrounded or which frame was chosen.  

One overarching element of lexical choices which I chose for this study, is structural 

oppositions. As already mentioned, I will distinguish between acting responsible and acting 

from a business perspective. Therefore, I define the structural opposition of fear on the one 

hand and joy on the other hand. The concept of structural oppositions in semiotics “is based 

on the notion that signs derive their meaning from relationships with other signs” (Hansen & 
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Machin, 2013, p. 283). In terms of structural oppositions one could also speak of ideological 

squaring, “which means that opposing classes of concepts are built up around participants” 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 40). This ideological squaring can also be seen in terms of framing 

and has impact on how the participants will evaluate the event (in this case-study the risk).  

The foregrounding or backgrounding process can be achieved through suppression, as well as 

through overlexicalisation. Machin and Mayr¢s (2012) concept of suppression refers to 

elements, or actors that we might assume, but are missing. For example, if one of the defined 

oppositions is absent, or if the commercial appeal, the risk, the fun, the motives, broader 

values are missing. Teo (2000) defined the concept of overlexicalisation as the repetition of 

the message, by using synonyms or words with the same connotation. This can be discussed 

in terms of over-persuasion and is a clear evidence (Machin & Mayr, 2012), that something is 

especially problematic or ideological dispute.  

Further it is interesting to analyze if the companies construct their message through using 

formal or informal lexis. This is important as informal lexical choices imply a dialogue 

between equals, or more precisely between the one with the knowledge to educate others and 

the audience, whereas formal lexical choices emphasize the authority of the sender (Machin 

& Mayr, 2012). I will identify if the technical-, scientific vocabulary is presented in an easy 

way or if previous knowledge is necessary in order to be able to understand the meaning. If 

the risk is represented in an understandable and not complex way, that could be a hint for 

stimulated equalization, where the content producer appears as equal with the reader 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 45). Additionally, the extensive use of personal pronouns can 

emphasize this feeling.  

Concluding, I define the following analytical subcategories for the analysis of lexical choices: 

• Words connoting danger, injuries, and adjectives stressing the importance of the 

preparedness actions, as well as technical vocabulary are situated within the fear 

section, 

• whereas words creating an individual, personal connection between the social actor 

and the viewer (frequently use of personal pronouns, abbreviations,…) as well as 

words like fun, Blue-bird day, powdern as highlighting the joy section.  

Visual and auditory choices 

The structural oppositions cannot only be found in language and words, but also in visuals 

and in sounds.  

For this study, I mostly focus on the different settings used in the videos to trigger a certain 

discourse. In doing so, I will consider the elements suggested by Machin and Mayr (2012) to 
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reveal the salience of visual semiotic choices. Further I take into account the background 

music, and how the social actors are visually represented and presenting the message. 

Background music is a signal to attract or warn us. “Music is a phenomenon that can be 

described as socially agreed upon systems of sounds that carry specific meanings, although 

less precise than spoken language” (Jewitt, 2009, p. 284). Therefore, the sounds within the 

videos can strengthen the chosen frame by the feelings they evoke. 

The actor¢s visual representation is important, because it functions as signifier for meaning. 

Therefore, I will especially interpret the gaze and pose of the actors, which come to explain 

the problem.  

The gaze within an (moving) image has two different functions. It can demand something 

from the viewer (a response and interaction) or it can offer something (information that can 

be overserved) (Machin & Mayr, 2012). This agrees to what Halliday (2014) describes as 

notions of speech acts. In looking directly at the viewer, a feeling of direct symbolic contact is 

created. Following, if the actor is not looking directly at the viewer, this interaction is missing 

(Hansen & Machin, 2013).  

By evaluating the posture of the social actors, the viewer can assume something about their 

attitude and identity. Especially in connection with “other iconographical features, such as 

objects, settings and clothing” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 74). Objects tell us something about 

the actors because of their associations, what they connote (Hansen & Machin, 2013).  

Barthes (1977, pp. 22–23) claims: 

Special importance must be accorded to what could be called the posing of 

objects, where the meaning comes from the objects […]. The interest lies in 

the fact that the objects are accepted inducers of ideas (book case = 

intellectual) […]. Such objects constitute excellent elements of signification: 

on the one hand, they are discontinuous and complete in themselves […] 

while on the other they refer to clear familiar signifieds.  

Concluding, I define the following analytical subcategories for the analysis of visual and 

auditory choices: 

• Avalanche scenes, dramatic music, avalanche fields, dark and grayish colors, expert 

stereotypes and serious facial expressions are seen as situated within the social 

responsibility section, symbolizing fear and thus referring to the discourse of fear, 

• whereas sports scenes, energetic music, images of unspoiled nature, vivid bright 

colors, sunshine and light reflections, splashing snow, cool and trendy social actors, 
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and friendly facial expressions are seen as situated within the business section, 

symbolizing joy and thus referring to the discourse of advertisement. 

Quality of the study 

Even though I am going to conduct a systematical analysis of the videos, this thesis offers a 

subjective interpretation and “therefore cannot claim to represent how other reader-viewers 

will necessarily interact with and understand this rich and multi-layered” (Brookes & Harvey, 

2017, p. 185) artefact. As “The ways in which audiences make meaning are highly subjective, 

deeply contextualised and impossible to predict with any absolute certainty” (Brookes & 

Harvey, 2015, p. 76). Signs are interpreted differently depending on the adapted frame of 

reference and familiar codes (Jaipal-Jamani, 2014). However, while in quantitative studies 

findings need to be valid and reliable in order to generalize them, in qualitative research it is 

more about the quality. Quality in this sense means to provide a better understanding of the 

material or a problem (Golafshani, 2003). The quality of a qualitative study can be evaluated 

in terms of “Credibility, Neutrality or Confirmability, Consistency or Dependability and 

Applicability or Transferability” (Golafshani, 2003, p. 601). Furthermore, as already 

mentioned, the validity in qualitative studies is always “affected by the researcher’s 

perception of validity in the study and his/her choice of paradigm assumption” (Golafshani, 

2003, p. 602). Moreover, Patton (2002) highlight in his book, that generalizability in 

qualitative studies is highly dependable on the case.  

Concluding, this means that validity and reliability, within this study can first of all be biased 

through my own sense of truth, secondly through how I interpret the semiotics and thirdly 

through the theories, frames and analytical categories I selected. Furthermore, the intentions 

behind the production of the videos can deviate from my interpretation as well.  

Nevertheless, the findings will contribute to studies investigating paradoxical strategies 

within the strategic communication. They cannot be generalized, but complement the 

researchers who reveal how meaning is constructed. And to come back to Golafshani (2003) 

this qualitative study helps to understand the paradoxical tension within the communication.  

Analysis  
In this chapter I will describe the semiotic choices found in the videos and interpret them 

systematically along the way. Furthermore, all the findings will be explained through the 

lenses of the chosen theories. In the end of the chapter I will compare the findings of both 

videos with each other in order to present the results of the study. Furthermore, findings will 

be discussed in reference to previous research. 
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Within this analysis I will often refer to us or we, thereby I mean us as the audience of the 

videos, the receptor who is going to interpret the message.  

Backcountry Access – Get the gear 

The video (Backcountry Access, 2015)1 starts with an intro including several one to two 

seconds sequences of typical pleasant winter sports scenes (including untouched nature, 

snow covered peaks, skiers riding down in the backcountry, animal tracks in the snow, snow 

splashing away from the skis). The animal track, the rock and the trees are iconographic 

connotations for nature. Nature is a lexical field that is expectable and already connected 

with back country skiing, as it is a sport which is executed in the mountains and mostly even 

far away from skiing resorts. Also Hansen and Machin (2013) claim in their book that the use 

of open space images (in this case the untouched winter landscape) can be “used to connote 

freedom from physical restriction” (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 186). Nature is not only 

expectable in this case, according to Hansen and Machin (2013) it is also commonly used in 

advertising to promote a certain lifestyle. Here the metaphorical association is adventure. 

Additionally, bright colors create an energetic, joyful and positive impression (Hansen & 

Machin, 2013). All sequences are over saturated and even though the sports person is in the 

focus, one can sometimes only see its silhouette. The quick sequential changes create a vivid 

appearance which is highlighted with a very energetic electronic music with truncated 

elements. In this introduction, we can clearly see the foregrounding of the joy frame, as there 

is a lack of any danger related to the sport and all the sequences emphasize pleasant scenes of 

recreational sports as defined within the analytical categories. The representation of the fear 

of avalanches is missing, it is suppressed. Instead, the intro should attract the audience and 

make them want to go into the backcountry to ski. The juxtaposition of serval backcountry 

skiing sequences with sunshine, light reflection in different bright colors and a lot of fresh 

and deep snow can be seen as a repetition of the message in visual choices, what I will just 

call overvisualisation of the, in the methods part defined, structural opposition joy.  

The first social actor comes into play: a semi close-up of a middle-aged man. This setting (the 

semi close-up)  

may be used to engender a sense of optimism, intimacy and familiarity, and 

perhaps control through enhanced knowledge (echoing the metaphor “to take 

a closer look” at something in order to gain a better understanding and 

command of it (Hansen & Machin, 2014, p. 9). 

He is represented with wearing a blue beany, black sunglasses and a reddish skiing-jacket. All 

these objects are iconographic elements with the connotation of causality and coolness, 

                                                        
1 All examples within this chapter are taken from the same source. 
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representing him in an informal way. Again, we can clearly recognize the commercial appeal, 

as further objects appear: a backpack on which the letters bca are written in a very big font 

size and in white color. The letters are the logo of the company Backcountry Access and are 

held in the corporate design. Due to the size of the letters, a lot of salience is given to the logo 

within the setting. The appearance of the logo is expectable, as the video was produced by 

this company and therefore can be used for marketing purposes. Guiraud (1975) describes 

logos as the social signs of origins of commodity. The logo as social sign is displayed 

frequently within the video. Together with the recurrently used word backcountry (what is 

also part of the company name) it is a clear emphasizes of the business aspect in this video. 

This is what can be called naming strategy (Koteyko, 2009). Within the context, this naming 

strategy attempts to combine the winter sports, the nature and the joy with the brand in 

order to create a distinct corporate identity (Koteyko, 2009). 

 

figure 1: example image Backcountry Access 

(Backcountry Access, 2015) 

Also important is the radio, which is stuck to the actor¢s backpack. This signifies first of all his 

authority and importance, it is giving him power, and second of all it highlights 

communication as an important part within the field of the problem. 

Using semiotic analysis we can see a clear system of signs, each part of the actor (his beany, 

the sunglasses, his clothing, the backpack and the radio) “takes it effect from the whole 

ensemble” (Manning, 1987, p. 7). The sign system here represents the cool pro skier, a guy 

with whom the community may identify, striving to be able to ride down the mountain like he 

does. But the sign system also works through distinction or suppression, with the things we 

cannot see or we wouldn¢t expect him to wear. For example, it would not be appropriate to 

show him in a suit or carrying a black suitcase, or sitting in front of the computer. A 

representation like that would not fit our imagination or our western interpretative frame of 

how we think a young, vital, professional pro skier should look like.  
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“Hey what´s up, I am Cody Hinscliff, professional skier from Aspen, Colorado”. These lexical 

choices give first of all the social clue, that he is a professional in skiing and thereby his 

legitimacy in having advanced knowledge about the risk is demonstrated. Further, the words 

Hey what´s up are a very informal choice of lexis, and should together with his gaze (even 

though he is wearing sunglasses) directly into the camera demand the viewer for interaction. 

This gives him the legitimacy to inform the community about the importance of the gear, as 

we believe that specialists have the power to provide us with knowledge (Machin & Mayr, 

2012). As he is slightly smiling in the beginning, this can be understood in a way which 

reduces the social distance between him, as the representative who comes to explain the 

problem, and the viewer, and is a further invitation to interact (Brookes & Harvey, 2017). 

Also, the informal lexis and the use of everyday language or youth slang highlights his 

coolness, reduces the distance and also tones down the danger aspect. The representation of 

the actor seems to address the viewer in a social way. This might lead to the impression of 

being friends with the actor. This feeling is strengthened by the setting. The semi close-up 

positions the actor in a physical proximity and therefore suggests, that he has a social relation 

with the viewer. The shot suggests intimacy, the actor is represented close to the viewers 

social space (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 192). 

Later, his facial expression seems to be more serious, followed by the sentence: “the first 

thing you wanna have is all your avalanche gear: your beacon, your shovel, your probe, and 

your airbag”. These lexical choices are an overlexicalisation of personal pronouns and should 

create an already existing connection between the viewer and the product in order to make 

him/her want to own the gear. It can also serve as the construction of a dialog between two 

equal parties as well as to interact with the viewer and demand something from him/her. By 

frequently using the pronouns you, your, the interaction between the viewer and the actor is 

familiarized and again constructed as personal and almost private dialogue between equals 

(Brookes & Harvey, 2017; Fairclough, 2001). These lexical choices as speech act, demand 

interaction and attention of the viewer (Brookes & Harvey, 2017) on a constructed personal 

and individual level. Backcountry Access is thereby constructing a message that emphasizes 

on the one hand the knowledge and authority of the professional skier and the personal, 

individual dialogue on the other. 

The word wanna refers again to his coolness and a teenage, informal language. Especially 

abbreviations (wanna and gonna instead of want to and going to) can be recognized 

frequently within the video. Therefore I argue that coolness and youth slang (e.g. “all that 

stuff”, “pop out the bounds”, “on the right spot”, “you know”, “pretty hot”, “you see”, etc.) can 

be identified repeatedly, stressing the equality between the social actor and the viewer. 
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While he mentions all the necessary gear, we can watch different actors packing and 

demonstrating the equipment. The demonstrations do not appear as filmed only for the 

reason of the movie, rather they appear as natural settings, as somebody who is getting 

prepared right now. On the one hand, this can be seen as another emphasis of the 

commercial appeal of the video and the emphasis of the joy, as we are shown, and made 

familiar with the equipment which the companies is selling. On the other hand we can here 

refer to the communication actionable risk theory (Wood et al., 2012) (introduced in the 

literature review), claiming that for risk communication it is more effective if the message 

focuses on the preparedness actions to take instead of the negative outcome of a risk. Further 

the same theory, stresses the importance of observation and to show other people getting 

prepared to motivate the viewer to take the action as well. Also McClure et al. (2009) agree in 

their study about framing to the importance of using positive action frames instead of fear 

messages within risk communication. Therefore, it could also be the social responsibility 

frame which is elaborated in this section. 

For emphasizing the importance of the gear, the social actor uses modals (Machin, 2007; 

Machin & Mayr, 2012), including: “crucial”, “I never leave home without this stuff”, “at all 

times”, “it is key”, “important”, “essential piece”, “prerequisites”. This can on the one hand be 

seen as commercial call to action (you need all these products), but on the other hand it can 

also be seen as taking responsibility and telling the community, that they definitely should 

not go to the backcountry without these gear, as it is otherwise dangerous. It gives the action 

higher modality (Hansen & Machin, 2013). Therefore I argue, that Backcountry Access 

manages to balance the paradox within this section. The emphasis in terms of modality can 

also be recognized through what Guiraud (1975) called a nonverbal social sign, as the actor 

claps into his hands, while he is saying the word “important”, which makes it seeming more 

salient.  

He explains with an open gesture of his hands: “One thing I really like when I am out there”, 

before he continues talking he claps again into his hands and we are shown another 

sequence. This time a long shot of an impressive, backcountry slope with a skier on top of the 

peak edge. Together with this dangerous looking track, he continues talking: “if I am skiing a 

kind of a gnarly line”. The use of the word gnarly connotes a dangerous situation and can be 

interpreted as referring to the risk and therefore acting responsible. The dangerous situation 

is highlighted by the visual choice of showing the dangerous track. Further the choice of the 

word gnarly which can be a synonym for badass is again the use of an informal and non-

scientific language. Moreover, it emphasis his coolness. If the word dangerous would have 

been used instead, the danger of the situation would be way more obvious. The common 

reference to himself is again the use of a personal pronoun: “I wanna have warm layers”, “I 

wanna have extra food”, etc. 
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In using the modals wanna, and must, “the relationship between the author and the author¢s 

representations – in other words what we commit ourselves to in terms of truth” (Hansen & 

Machin, 2013, p. 134) is shown. The modality of the word must, is asserting certainty and 

confidence (Hansen & Machin, 2013).  

Besides the frequently usage of personal pronouns, also the imperative mood of language can 

be identified repeatedly (“you always want to have”, “you want to”) and is giving directly 

advices: “I would advise you to take”, “I like to make sure”, “stay comfortable”, “stay warm”. 

This is what Machin and Mayr (2012) call directives: when a sentence starts with a verb to 

give commands. 

Interesting is, that even uncomfortable situations of e.g. staying longer at the mountain as 

planned or wished, are visually constructed as joyful by showing a picture of a man sitting in 

the snow, while it is heavily snowing, and he has a facial expression with a big smile. The 

smile is connoting something positive and further he is showing his feast with the thumb on 

to top as a metaphor for everything good, everything okay or in times of social media I like. 

Therefore, the risk or rather the dangerous situation is downplayed as the viewer gets 

distracted by positive signs.  

Moreover he mentions: “Duct tape is also a great thing to have out there, just anything that 

can help getting you through a scenario where perhaps some gear break, you have a small 

injury, you have a big injury. You see, to make sure you have things with you, that can help 

you to get through those kinds of problems”. This section is especially interesting, as it is the 

first time within the video, where fear comes into play with referring to big injuries, the 

broken gear and other unpleasant scenarios. Nevertheless, the combination of Duct tape with 

the injuries seems confusing as there is no meaningful relation visible. Further, the threat of 

an injury is downplayed by the prefix small. When he mentions the big injury, we get visually 

distracted by a joyful situation of a skier jumping in the backcountry and doing a rotation. 

This is again evidence for the downplay of the fear frame within this video.  

Concluding, the video is framed from a business perspective and makes extensive usage of 

informal lexis. The key message could be identified to be, that it is important to have all the 

gear. There is a overlexicalisation of this message, as it is repeated constantly. “[…] the use of 

repetition are important tools when designing strategic communication” (Allen, 2015, p. 1). 

Also the communicating actionable risk theory (Wood et al., 2012), stresses the importance 

of repeating the key message for effective risk communication.  

Showing people how they are preparing and the spoken words to explain the actions to take 

could serve to normalize preparedness actions. The validity of the knowledge is given more 

salience due to the authority and competence of the main actor, the pro skier. What is 

missing within this video are fear messages, be it in lexical- or visual choices. Avalanches or 
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dangerous situation in skiing a lane are never shown. And if fearful situations are mentioned 

(e.g. an injury or staying longer as planed on the mountain), they are downplayed by using 

joyful images in combination with only slightly fear arousing words. Even though there is a 

strategy of coexistence of both discourses or both sides of the paradox within the video 

(Wong & Dhanesh, 2017), and it is sometimes balanced, I argue, that the joy discourse is 

more salient. The risk is downplayed (Lee et al., 2014) and negative outcomes are suppressed 

(Beullens et al., 2011). In showing all the gear and the repeating distribution of the bca logo, I 

see the business discourse as dominant. Therefore, I claim, this video is emphasizing the 

commercial appeal and even though they company is also taking up its responsibility in 

educating and informing the community within the video, dangerous situations are 

underrepresented. The video is mostly promoting the excitement and the positive things 

connected to recreational winter sports.  

Nevertheless, as to refer again to the theory of actionable risk introduced by Wood et al. 

(2012) one could say, that the video producer considered their implications for the 

construction of risk messages, as the content focuses on the actions to take instead of 

negative outcomes. This suggestion was also made by Wachinger et al. (2013) as well as by 

McClure et al. (2009). Their most important suggestion of showing other people getting 

prepared in order to give the receiver the possibility to observe this actions is adapted during 

most of the sequences. And also the key message is often repeated (Teo, 2000). Furthermore, 

the representation of the social actor is in harmony with the community role model and helps 

in communicating the risk (Sanquini et al., 2016) and to normalize actions by using 

endorsement (Koteyko, 2009).  

ORTOVOX – Avalanche basics 

This video (ORTOVOX, 2013)2 starts with several sequences showing landscapes of snowy 

mountains. Also, avalanche warning signs within deep snow are displayed while the wind is 

swirling up the snow into the air. This intro in strengthened with a mysterious, almost 

dangerous background sound of strong wind. The colors are mainly dark and grey. Already 

within this intro, we can clearly recognize the emphasize of the fear frame, by using a 

dramatic music, grey colors as well as the distributions of the avalanche warning sign. Even 

though all the sequences are iconographic signifiers for nature and winter sports, together 

with the sounds, no positive feelings are evoked. Rather some inner tensions are produced. 

This inner tensions could by strengthened by the described mysterious background sound, as 

also Jewitt (2009) argued in his study, that “Sound has an ability to bypass the linguistic 
                                                        
2 All examples within this section are translated from German into English and taken from the same source.  
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system of awareness and stimulate emotions in ways that we are less verbally conscious of” 

(Jewitt, 2009, p. 285). Furthermore, sounds can help in framing and influence the reception 

towards a certain mood (Jewitt, 2009). 

Even tough Hansen (2002) claimed that “nature is never presented as a threat or dangerous 

but is used to connote a number of themes such as freedom, the authentic, nature as a 

challenge (manhood/sport/endurance)” (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 186), I argue that this is 

not applicable in this case, as it deals with risk communication and avalanches as a threat.  

Fading in from black, two social actors come into play. They have a very serious gaze 

although both are wearing sunglasses and one is wearing a baseball cap. By using a grey 

speech bubble, the first actor is introduced as Patrick Naitz, deputy director of the avalanche 

warning service of Tyrol/Austria. The first thing he tells is: “Approximately 120 people die in 

avalanches every winter in the Alps”. The second actor is introduced as Rudi Mair, director of 

the avalanche warning service Tyrol. He tells us immediately that: “95% of the avalanche 

victims are causing the avalanche themselves”. Even though both authors are wearing 

sunglasses, the do not appear as cool and dynamic, as people with whom the community may 

identify (also because of the fear messages they are working with). Rather they are 

represented as specialists within the avalanche management community. This construction is 

reinforced by several signs, firstly by the title of director and deputy directly of the avalanche 

warning service, secondly by their serious gaze, thirdly by their very thoughtful tonality and 

thirdly by the lexical choices and fourthly the reference to the risk itself. Machin & Mayr 

(2012) argue, that giving actors a title (in this case the title of director and deputy director) 

“suggests a degree of seniority or a role that requires a degree of respect” (Machin & Mayr, 

2012, p. 82). Thereby their spoken words and the reference to the avalanche victims gain an 

increased level of importance (Machin & Mayr, 2012). I argue already within these few 

seconds we can clearly recognize the construction of the message in a fear direction as well as 

the socially responsible frame. Further by claiming that most of the avalanches are caused by 

humans itself, the need for more educational effort and self-governance is highlighted.  

The next sequence shows a snowboarder riding down in the backcountry while he gets 

trapped within an avalanche. In the end of this sequences, the screen is just black, but we can 

still recognize that the camera lens is covered completely with snow. This visual choice first of 

all is directly showing the fear discourse by using an avalanche scene, and secondly through 

the black screen our imagination should be nourished so that the viewer can imagine being 

trapped within the avalanche him/her-self. Further, there is still this dramatic music in the 

background and we can even hear how the snowboarder is groaning and swirled within the 

avalanche. Scenes showing a winter sports person getting caught under an avalanche are 

used several times during the video. In total, we are shown nine different avalanche 
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accidents. This is a clear emphasis of the fear discourse within the video. It is a visual fear 

message, highlighted by the dramatic music and the pained groaning of the sports person. 

Also, important within the setting of the avalanche accidents is, that the shots were taken 

from long-distance. The actors (the skier or the snowboarder) are only represented in a very 

small size compared to the rest of the image. They are not introduced and are therefore not 

represented as individuals rather they are constructed as representatives for all recreationists 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012).  

The way the viewer is positioned in relation to that which is depicted is 

significant in similar ways in terms of constructing the viewer¢s engagement: 

long-distance/high-angle views construct both an impersonal relationship 

with what is depicted and potentially a sense of empowerment […]. (Hansen & 

Machin, 2013, p. 9) 

Additionally, to the first two actors, several other actors are working together to explain the 

danger of recreational sports. One of them is represented within a close-up. Only he is in the 

focus, the background is blurred, but we can still recognize that it is snow. A blurry 

background is a visual element which draws attention to the important parts within the 

setting (Hansen & Machin, 2013). In this case, the actor is foregrounded. He is younger than 

the other two and appears cooler as well, not only because he is introduced as Freeride 

professional Chris Ebenbichler with the caption of being already buried completely in an 

avalanche. Despite his young and cool appearance, he has a very serious gaze. We can even 

recognize the fear in his eyes, slightly looking down while he is speaking of his hazard 

experience. Consequently, we are again shown a screen covered with snow, as if we were the 

one getting trapped in the avalanche. His gaze is rather offering information and not 

demanding the viewer to interact (Machin & Mayr, 2012). If the actor is not looking at the 

viewer directly and therefore not creating an interaction, the image is offering information to 

observe. Here, where the social actor is looking slightly down, not daring to look directly into 

the camera, this can be seen as an invitation to imagine his thoughts and his fear.  

Nevertheless, what we are observing is determined by his lexical choices. The gaze just 

highlights the emotion and is demanding empathy. Furthermore, looking down within 

Western culture is a metaphorical associated with something negative, coming from the 

structural oppositions up and down (Hansen & Machin, 2013). It therefore strengthens the 

interpretation, that something is bad and the actor is worried. Another element generating 

empathy is the setting, as the actor is positioned in a semi close-up, close to the viewers social 

space (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 

In terms of gaze, it is obvious, that only the first two actors are looking directly into the 

camera, the second and the third seem like the are talking to somebody standing next to the 
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camera and the hazard victim Chris Ebenbichler is even looking down. By looking directly 

into the camera, something is demanded of the viewer through an imaginary relationship 

(Hansen & Machin, 2013). Nevertheless, “the kind of demand […] will be determined by 

other factors” (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 182). In this case, the demand is to encourage the 

audience to think about the danger connected with the sport and not to act carelessly. Each 

gaze is demanding an affective reaction. If the actor smiles at us, we smile back. If the actor 

has a serious gaze, we know that he/she is concerned about something and that we should 

take it serious as well. Even though the relationship is imaginary we do not necessarily need 

to response, we understand what is demanded of us (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 

 

figure 2: example image ORTOVOX 

(ORTOVOX, 2013) 

Then the video appears more like a presentation. The background is now unrealistic, it is an 

illustrated mountain ridge, presented in dark and grey color. Bullet points appear, which are 

highlighting the spoken words of the social actors: “Requirements for a snow slab (1) 

seasonal snow covers (2) week snow layers (3) additional load (4) slope gradient of more than 

30 degree”. Here we can speak of scientific language, as it is not exactly clear what e.g. 

additional load in the case of avalanches means or how to recognize weak snow layers. These 

lexical choices make the problem complicated. Scientific and formal language can be 

identified constantly within the video, for example: “sharp-edged crack”, “snow slab”, “snow 

layering”, “snow drift”, “tear off edge”, “snow layering structure”, “wind as avalanche 

builder”, “wind drifted snow”, “sastrugi”, “snow banner”, “firmness of the snow layer”, “ 

temperature exchange within the snow layer”, “hollows”, “gullies”. Most of these choices need 

further explanation in order to be understood. Further it is not clear how to avoid it or how to 

prepare.  

Besides scientific language several fear arousing words can be identified: “dangerous days in 

the season”, “misconception”, “caused by individuals”, “uncertainty”, “bad circumstances”, 

“defensive”, “cause a snow slab”, “sonic speed”, “the snow freezes to concrete at still stand”, 
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“high avalanche risk”, “dangerous”, risk, “avalanche risk, you need to be well prepared”. 

Words referring to the joy discourse of backcountry skiing can only be found rarely (examples 

are “Blue-bird day”, “everybody is hot”, “powdern” (a youth slang referring to riding down in 

deep snow),” fun”, “it´s fun”, “it is safe”.  

In terms of lexical choices, it is also noteworthy, that personal pronouns including “I”, “we as 

winter sports persons”, “we as skiers”, “danger for us”, are used. Specifying the we can be 

seen as nourishing the fear discourse, as avalanches are a threat that will affect us and we 

need to take action and avoid them (Hansen & Machin, 2013). Nevertheless, there is as well a 

general information referring to the risk by stressing that it might affect somebody. This is 

what Machin & Mayr (2012) would call impersonalisation. By impersonalisation the viewer is 

not directly involved, rather it is given extra weight to the fact that it can affect everybody 

who goes into the backcountry (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Even though there is a variety 

between these two discursive elements, the general information is foregrounded. Personal 

pronouns and therefore the direct interaction with the viewer is only used infrequently as 

discursive element. By gaining this insight, I further claim, that thus the expert role of the 

social actors is highlighted. They are represented in having advanced knowledge and 

therefore the authority to explain the problem (Machin & Mayr, 2012). The general 

information without the connection to a danger for the viewer as a winter sports person has a 

very informing character. Nevertheless, the social actors do not explain how to avoid these 

situations. 

Furthermore, the experts are using frequently percentage figures to highlight the danger of 

certain situations: “95 % cause the avalanche by themselves”, “97% of all avalanche accidents 

occur in north-exposed slopes”, “84 % within a terrain above 35 degrees”. The usage of 

percentages can be seen as the reference to other studies what is a discursive means to make 

it more scientific (Koteyko, 2009) and another hint, that this video emphasizes the social 

responsibility aspect. Nevertheless, as Hansen and Machin (2013) claim, to tell a story of a 

person who experienced a hazard is “more compelling than statistics that speak of many” 

(Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 193).  

The lexis is first of all often referring to the fear itself and is more serious. It is most of the 

time formal with scientific vocabulary which is not explanatory without future information. 

Even tough, all the social actors are wearing the brand¢s clothing, we are not once shown the 

avalanche safety equipment, neither how to use it or what to pack and how to get prepared. 

Even though the logo is displayed on the clothing’s, what is according to Guiraud (1975) a 

origin of commodity, but the company is never mentioned within the video. Only one time, a 

social actor is introduced as working for the company. Therefore I could not identify a 
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naming strategy within the video (Koteyko, 2009), trying to establish the values associated 

with the brand.  

Joyful skiing sequences are shown rarely (in total only two times and for only some seconds). 

Therefore, I argue the discourse of joy is suppressed within this video. Together with the 

insight, that fearful situations are shown very often, I claim, that this video is clearly focusing 

on the social responsible part within their message. We can assume the video was not 

produced in order to increase sales, rather it is an informational video working with fear 

messages and stressing the individual responsibility. This is interesting as findings of risk 

communication research emphasize, that risk communication (as well as environmental 

communication and health communication) should not work with fear messages (Sanquini et 

al., 2016). The positive effect of stressing the need to take preparedness action is way more 

effective (McClure et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2012). 

Concluding, ORTOVOX chose the social responsibility frame and makes extensive use of 

scientific and formal lexis. The producer constructed a key message stressing the need for the 

individual to be self-responsible and that knowledge, expertise and practice is key for 

backcountry skiing. There is an overlexicalisation of this message, as it is repeated constantly, 

that humans are causing avalanches and knowledge is important. Within the whole video we 

are not shown how people are getting prepared, rather we are shown dangerous avalanche 

scenes. The video works often with fear messages. Several actors try to explain the message, 

nevertheless there is a balance between social actors who are Pro Skiers and those who have 

the scientific knowledge because they work within the avalanche warning service field. Both 

categories of social actors are given their knowledge because of their job position, and 

therefore gain the legitimacy in having advanced knowledge. Although this video uses experts 

and professional skiers, both types are represented as concerned and no dialogue or intimacy 

between them and the viewer is constructed. Missing within this video are firstly, 

preparedness actions to observe, even advices, and therefore imperative mood systems 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012) are most of the time suppressed. The viewer gets a lot of scientific 

information about the risk itself, but not how to avoid it. Even though there is a coexistence 

of both discourses (Wong & Dhanesh, 2017), the discourses are not balanced. The discourse 

of fear is foregrounded, whereas the discourse of joy and the commercial appeal is 

backgrounded. Although, the social actors are wearing ORTOVOX clothing, the avalanche 

safety equipment is missing completely and the avalanche safety airbag is only shown once as 

an object. Nevertheless, it is common nowadays in advertisements, that the product itself 

only takes a smaller space than other elements, as not the use-value itself is promoted but the 

lifestyle associated (Hansen & Machin, 2013).  
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Comparison of findings and results 

Comparing the two videos, I could identify two completely different strategies. Firstly, while 

Backcountry Access chose the joy frame, ORTOVOX took up the fear frame to transmit the 

message. While the first video makes use of only one social actor who comes to explain the 

problem in using a cool, young and a very informal lexis, demanding and interacting directly 

with the viewer, the second video makes use of different social actors, most of which are 

represented as experts and using scientific, formal lexis. That ORTOVOX uses more social 

actors within its video could be explained by the length of the video, as the second video is 

four times as long as the first one. Therefore, within the second video, there is significantly 

more space to construct the message. Nevertheless, all social actors in the second video are 

represented as more serious and concerned compared to the social actor in the first video.  

Both videos try in some part to balance their message. However, it could clearly be 

established, that Backcountry Access´s video emphasize the joy aspect of the paradoxical 

tension and therefore the discourse of advertising, whereas ORTOVOX´s video highlights the 

fear discourse. Therefore, the first video is more situated within the business frame, while the 

second video positions the company in the social responsibility frame.  

The different approaches in how the message is constructed, by using different vocabulary 

and rhetorical devices, as well as different stereotypes and intimacy relations between the 

viewer and the social actor reveals the different communication strategies along the way 

(Bhatia, 2002). 

Even tough researchers (Sanquini et al., 2016; Wardman, 2008) claim that the use of fear 

messages should be avoided within risk communication, other studies stress the need of 

informing the community about the risk in order to educate them and help them to make 

enlightened decisions (Brookes & Harvey, 2015; Heath & Palenchar, 2000; Lee et al., 2014; 

Wardman, 2008). Or in other words, the reference to the fear discourse is seen as ethical. 

Wardman (2008) calls it the normative imperative, to add value to society (Palenchar and 

Heath, 2007). Wong and Dhanesh refer to Caroll (1979) and claim that “a socially responsible 

corporation must meet its economic responsibility to be profitable, [...] that behaves ethically 

in whatever context it is embedded, and fulfill discretionary or philanthropic responsibilities” 

(Wong & Dhanesh, 2017, p. 90) towards the society. Lupton (1995) claims that health 

promotion campaigns (and also the communication of avalanche risk can be counted as 

health promotion as it is to save lives) have an educational function. The producers of such 

campaigns assume to have an advanced knowledge, authority or power. They further assume 

that the audience is in need of instructions or information (Lupton, 1995). 
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Conclusion 
Although my analysis has focused exclusively on the case of avalanche airbag producers and 

how they construct their message, I am certain that the kinds of multimodal strategies that I 

have unpacked here are not exclusive valid for this case, but are also utilized by other 

businesses and economic branches (Brookes & Harvey, 2017, p. 184). Furthermore, the 

multimodal approach as adopted in this master thesis complements other studies interested 

in how businesses manage contradicting aims discursively.  

The analysis strengthens the fact that semiotic choices create certain meanings. To answer 

the research question, I systematically analyzed the visual and lexical choices, as well as 

auditory choices made by the producers of the videos. The defined analytical categories 

helped to investigate precisely how the message is communicated “in a way that may remain 

hidden to the casual observer” (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p. 117). Or as Machin and Mayr 

(2012, p. 28) claimed: 

Even in the most mundane of social contexts, we will use language in creative 

ways to persuade, influence and manipulate people, and most importantly to 

lead them to kinds of understandings that we may not make explicit but that 

once drawn out can give us access to the available semiotic resources for 

communication in a social network.  

The analysis showed, that ORTOVOX uses mainly fear messages and scientific language in its 

communication, instead of shedding light upon how to prepare properly. The focus on these 

fear arousing messages could be seen as communicative shock tactic. But the usage of shock 

tactics in risk communication is controversial. Also Machin & Mayr claim that 

[…] the use of shock tactics is delicately double-edged. Both the ethics and 

effectiveness of fear-arousing communications are disputed. For example, 

there might be unintended adverse effects in using emotionally charged, fear- 

inducing campaigns which, in failing to be wholly accurate and sincere, 

potentially exaggerate risks to the extent of scaring and misleading people. 

(Brookes & Harvey, 2015, p. 61) 

Following, to manage the paradox of being socially responsible and educative but at the same 

time to increase the sales, the companies need to be aware, that the use of shock tactics could, 

as Brookes and Harvey (2015) claimed lead to an exaggeration of the risk perception and 

following scare of potential customers. Such an approach is particularly opposite for the 

assumed aim of Internet videos which are seen in connection with advertising, where sales 

promotion is defined as the dominant but definitely not single communicative function 

(Cook, 2001; Koteyko, 2009). But Cook (2001, p. 10) points out, that “there are ads which do 
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not sell anything, but plead or warn or seek support. […] They may also amuse, inform, 

misinform, worry or warn”.  

These contradicting functions of sales promotion and in this case warning, become especially 

visible within the Internet as media, where customers receive advertisements more indirect, 

he/she takes a more active role by searching explicitly for information. The analyzed videos 

are an example, representing this active information seeking, “as customers themselves 

choose to visit the websites as they seek out information about a product or service” 

(Koteyko, 2009, p. 114).  

Nevertheless, as shown in the comparison, Backcountry Access is downplaying the risk and 

focusing primarily on the commercial appeal. Therefore, they are obscuring and minimizing 

the potential danger and consequences in connection with backcountry skiing. This rises 

ethical concerns, as the community has the right to be informed in order to make educational 

enlightened decisions (Guttman & Salmon, 2004). It is argued that increasing an endangered 

community’s knowledge of the risk and the possible actions to take could following help in 

reducing losses. 

The analyzed videos are examples of how economic organization are maneuvering within the 

paradox. It is a tension and a decisional problem which aspect of the paradox to emphasize or 

how to balance the wealth and loss aspect. Altough, we see the need to balance the tension as 

ethical, the companies could profit of an emphasis of both of the aspects, as Lewis and Smith 

(2014) claim that tensions can also evolute new potential. In emphazising the commercial 

appeal, there is a clear sales promotion ulterior motive. Nevertheless, also the empahzisis of 

the discourse of fear could increase sale, as a higher risk perception of the community could 

increase its demand of avalanche safety equipment. But on the contrary, if the risk is 

perceived as too high, the companies could discourage the community to keep on going to the 

backcountry.  

The paradox in the case of avalanches can be found in several aspects. Firstly, and that was 

the main interest of this study, the tension for businesses of being responsible and increasing 

sales by using discursive strategies. Secondly, the avalanche technologies itself can be seen as 

paradoxical, as among others new avalanche airbag technology is a safety equipment which 

can help in reducing loses, but also increase the number of people who enter the unsecured 

skiing areas without specialist knowledge. Thirdly, the motives of the people leaving the 

secured skiing slopes and going to the backcountry and the aim to stay alive and avoid 

avalanches. 

Furthermore, I could justify my argument, that these companies needs to act responsible in 

communicating the risk through both, the mentioning of their mission statement to save lives 

and the fact that strategic communication “is defined as the purposeful use of communication 
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by an organization to fulfil its mission” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 3). Thus, the strategic 

communication in the case of avalanche airbags producers needs to be seen as risk 

communication which helps by educating the community to fulfil the mission of saving lives.  

Limitations and suggestions for further research 
Even though I took empirical interest in this problem, there is still a lack of research. 

Therefore, I suggest for further research a broader study or a multiple-case-study, taking into 

account a quantitative sample of organization dealing with paradoxes in their 

communication. This can either be done for several branches at the same time or it could also 

focus on a specific branch or make comparisons between branches. Further studies within 

this field of interest will help to generalize findings.  

Risk perception and interpretation is always embedded in “social contexts in which various 

actors’ perspectives on and interpretations of risk can vary considerably, even though it is the 

same external phenomena that are being addressed” (Boholm & Corvellec, 2011, p. 176). 

Therefore, it needs to be mentioned that I analyzed companies coming from different 

markets. Even though both are performing within a global market, the market of origin in the 

case of ORTOVOX is Germany and therefore Europe, whereas Backcountry Access originates 

from the US market. This is important to mention, as the different environments, cultural 

settings, ideologies, mentality, values and other factors can have an influence on both, the 

conditions of the production of the videos as well as on the reception and interpretation of 

their message. This is what also Kasperson (1988) highlighted in his study, that 

communication processes underlie complex interactions and modes including values, beliefs, 

cultures, etc. Furthermore, not only the communication process itself is depending on the 

cultural background, but also the connotations differ within distinctive areas in the world 

(Fiske, 1990; McClure et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2012).  
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