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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the imbalance between, and within, two 

theoretical conceptions on the role of journalism: 1) Information Provision (IP), the objective 

assessment of usability and performance details of the car, and 2) Cultural Mediation (CM), 

the social construction and normalisation of cultural profiles, or sense of self. 

 

The study began with a preliminary quantitative study which enabled the construction of the 

coding schedule. The coding schedule was then used to check for repeating themes within the 

motoring reviews in the main quantitative study. The results were analysed in order to provide 

answers to the mains research question, and the research sub-questions outlined in Chapter 3.  

 

The findings of discourse analysis revealed IP and CM performed two different functions 

within the text. Analysis of these findings revealed IP details were used by the reviewer to 

construct a picture of how the car and its constituent parts work together in order to perform 

particular tasks. Cultural mediation details identified in the motoring reviews were 

constructed in a way which placed the car in the more abstract world of cultural context, and 

construction of sense of self.   

The findings of this study also revealed that the major issue within the motoring reviews was 

not an imbalance between IP and CM as first thought, but was in fact an imbalance within the 

category of IP. This imbalance was marked by deficiencies in the coverage of particular issues 

regarding utility and the contextualisation of the car’s use in the daily life of the consumer. 

Details and themes within the category of CM manifest within the motoring reviews as 

cultural commentary & the situation of cars within the cultural-aesthetic framework. Themes 

within the category of CM regarding aggression, stereotyping and prestige were prevalent 

within the motoring reviews.    
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Chapter One – Overview of topic and Introduction 

Design advice as discourse – Motoring reviews, as design advice, have the power to influence 

the choices that consumers make, and these choices, informed in some part by the 

author/journalist, can affect the consumer’s daily life.  

 

This chapter introduces and discusses the relationship between two theoretical conceptions on 

the role of journalism: 1) Information Provision, the objective assessment of usability and 

performance details of the car and 2) Cultural Mediation, the social construction and 

normalisation of cultural profiles, or sense of self. Cultural Mediation involves reviews that 

situate cars within a cultural-aesthetic frame, emphasising their importance in the construction 

of the sense of self of the consumer, rather than the utility of the car itself. The term 

‘resolution’ is used in this report to describe how ‘complete, and well thought through’ a 

particular designed object is. A well resolved design exhibits very few faults, or design 

weaknesses, when in use. To achieve a high level of resolution in their design, the designer 

creates scenarios of possible use, conducts user-testing, and produces multiple prototypes in 

order to uncover as many problems which may occur in the daily use of the designed object. 

With many of these problems addressed, the resultant well-resolved designed object should 

then exhibit very few problems when in use. In the context of this study project, motoring 

reviews were studied as a form of design review, thus, any theories applicable to design 

reviews as a whole were also applicable to motoring reviews in relation to this study, and vice 

versa. 

 

Following on from the problem statement, the main research question was: What imbalance 

exists between, and within, the two theoretical conceptions; information provision and 

cultural mediation, in contemporary motoring reviews? Design reporting is influenced by 

information provision and cultural mediation, and there currently are no established 

guidelines for how these should be balanced in the reporting of innovative designs. When 

cultural mediation of sense of self, through product consumption, is practiced as the primary 

purpose of the reporting in motoring reviews, information provision about the vehicles is 

potentially incomplete. This imbalance in reviewing can then provide the consumer with an 
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unbalanced, impractical, incomplete view of the product, which can then have a detrimental 

effect on the everyday life of the consumer.
1
  

 

A preliminary study was undertaken to uncover repeated content and to guide the principal 

qualitative research. Content analysis of the data uncovered by the principal qualitative 

research was followed by a deeper discourse analysis of that subsequent data. Discourse 

analysis allowed for a more comprehensive investigation of the relationship between IP and 

CM, and how both categories of information were delivered to the consumer in the motoring 

reviews. The findings from both analyses are explored in chapter 5. 

 

Consumers receive advice from all areas of the media, passively and actively, in the form of 

words and images every day. Each of the purchasing decisions consumers make on the basis 

of this advice help them to build an overall picture of their place within society, in their own 

eyes and within the eyes of others.
2
 This behaviour is partly the result of cultural mediation by 

the media. The understanding of the relationship between the motoring reviewer and the 

consumer is paramount to our comprehension of the culturally mediative discourse of product 

reviews, and is discussed further in Chapter Two.  

 

From the initial investigation, a distinct lack of current academic research was observed 

regarding the concurrent and balanced use of information provision and cultural mediation in 

product reviews. The more obvious beneficiaries of an increase in this research are the 

consumers, with society as a whole also standing to benefit.
3
 The reasoning behind this 

statement is investigated further in the literature review. The previous discussion of the 

‘aspirational consumer’ highlights the powerful effect motoring reviews can have on the 

decision making of the consumer, through providing information about performance, safety, 

and usability. Motoring reviews can also influence the consumer’s decisions through 

mediation of cultural meaning; allowing (or guiding, in some cases) the consumer to construct 

their own sense of self through the act of consumption. This influence should be balanced 

between, and within, information provision and cultural mediation, in order that the consumer 

                                                

 

1 Ozanne, JL & Murray, JB, “Uniting Critical Theory and Public Policy to Create the Reflexively Defiant 

Consumer” American Behavioral Scientist, SAGE, 38(4), 1995, pp. 516-525. 
2 Ozanne & Murray 
3 Freund, P & Martin, G, “Hyperautomobility, the Social Organization of Space, and Health”, Mobilities, 

Routledge, London, England, 2(1), March 2007, pp. 37-49. 
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be fully informed in order to exercise their freedom of choice when purchasing a car. It is this 

balance that is the central focus of this study. 

 

Freund & Martin (2007), citing a gap in current research, state, “The nature and the extent of 

the reshaping of social networks within auto-social formations lacks sufficient empirical 

specification, and would comprise a worthy research agenda.”
4
 This study aims to improve 

the situation of imbalance between information provision and cultural mediation in 

contemporary motoring design reviews by arguing the case for parity between the two 

theoretical conceptions. Miscommunication of design details can adversely affect the daily 

lives of consumers. This may be avoidable, or at least be minimised, by clearer, more 

complete, and more balanced reporting. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                

 

4 Freund & Martin, p. 41. 
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Chapter two – Literature review  

Introduction 

I would have preferred to be enveloped in words, borne way beyond all possible beginnings
5
 

– Michel Foucault  

 

The investigation into the possible disparity between IP and CM in motoring reviews is the 

foundation of this thesis. The literature review identifies existing gaps in the current research 

related to the core areas of investigation encompassed by the project. The literature review 

begins by discussing the conception of consumer culture and placing it within the context of 

the social, emotional, physical and financial needs of the user – in particular, the relationship 

theorised between the ‘possession’ and the ‘sense of self’ in design advice literature (written 

reviews which investigate and discuss designed products on behalf of the consumer). Because 

this study focused on the reporting of motoring design, specific attention was given to the 

research concerning automobility; the phenomenon of the car and its related services, and 

their relationship to society and the media.  

 

In order to thoroughly discuss the significant details of a car, the design reviewer may benefit 

from some understanding of the principal areas of the design process; from initial ideation, to 

prototyping and user testing, market research, manufacturing, and finally, end of life disposal. 

Knowledge of these processes will provide a broader view of how the car will both directly 

and indirectly affect the consumer and their environment. As an underlying theme to this 

study, these design processes and their effects will be discussed throughout this literature 

review. With this in mind, this literature review begins with section 1; an investigation into 

the place which the practice of design occupies in consumer culture. Section 2 then 

investigates sentiment classification, consumer comprehension of design reviews, and the 

variety of effects which product reviews can have on consumers. Section 2 also discusses the 

consumer’s understanding and perceptions of discourse within the media and the strategic 

manipulation of cultural constructions by the media – their effects, methodologies, 

motivations, and social and economical consequences. Finally, section 3 reflects upon the 

current research on the conceptions of IP and CM in design advice literature, and their effect 

                                                

 

5 Foucault, M, “Orders of discourse”, Social Science Information, Maison des Sciences de l'Homme, 10(7), 

1971.  pp. 7-30. 
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on the consumer. In the research phase of this project, the disparity between IP and CM in 

motoring reviews was investigated and suggestions were made to improve the situation. 

 

 

Section 1 – Consumer culture 

Why do people consume?  

The needs of consumers in today’s cultural and economic climate are uncertain.
6
 The 

definition of culture is a complex notion; which, as described by Super, “includes knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society.”
7
 With this view of culture as a backdrop, the particular issues which have 

the most powerful effect on cars and consumption are investigated in the following section.  

 

The discussion of sustainability is more readily entered into within the media and public 

conversations than is the discussion of consumption, even though, chronologically, 

consumption is the first step, without which sustainability is not an issue. Economic reasoning 

and the motivation for economic growth along with pressure from advertisers can hobble the 

media’s ability or desire to ask of the public, the question; “why consume?”
8
 The media then 

discusses what to consume, and ignores the question of whether the consumable is necessary 

at all. 

 

As a widely used consumable, the role of the car in the life of the consumer is dynamic, 

occupying two main roles; from status symbol to mobility device, or a blurred mixture of the 

two.
9
 Two main variables affect the consumption patterns of households in relation to big 

ticket items such as the car; income levels, and physical location.
10

 The question which Froud, 

et al. (2005) suggest is the most pressing for lower socio-economic groups when purchasing a 

car is, “what mobility benefits do I get out of this product?”
11

 Rather than “what sort of image 

                                                

 

6 Conca, K, Princen,T  & Maniates MF, “Confronting Consumption”, Global Environmental Politics, 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1(3), August 2001, p. 1 
7 Super, C, “The role of culture in developmental disorder”, in Super, C (ed), The role of culture in 

developmental disorder, Academic Press, New York, 1987, cited in Cole, M, “Culture and Cognitive 

Development: From Cross-Cultural Research to Creating Systems of Cultural Mediation”, Culture Psychology,  

SAGE, 1(25), 1995, pp. 25-54. 
8 Conca, Princen & Maniates, p. 3. 
9 Froud, J, Johal, S, Leaver A & Williams, K, “Different worlds of motoring: choice, constraint and risk in 
household consumption”, The Sociological Review, Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2005, pp. 96-128. 
10 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams 
11 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams, p. 126. 
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am I projecting to the outside world by being seen with this product?” 
 
This phenomenon 

could have the effect of making cultural mediation in the media less important to lower 

income socio-economic groups than to higher socio-economic groups.
12

 On the other side of 

the socio-economic coin, the upper income groups who have large amounts disposable 

income to spend on big ticket items such as cars can enjoy relatively free choice. This 

freedom of choice brings with it the possibility for the consumer to create a projected image 

which they want to deliver to the public.
13

 Froud, et al. (2005) illustrate the duality of 

meaning of consumption throughout the broader socio-economic landscape when they state, 

“it is as uninformative to subsume consumption under the heading of utility as it is to 

subsume it under the heading of identity.”
14

 This view of consumption, as an act of both 

utility and identity formation, is central to this study, and as such, is woven into the 

discussion throughout.  

 

Culture, possessions, consumption and the extended self 

The leading researchers in the field all concur there is a distinct connection between our 

possessions and our perception of our place in modern culture; our ‘sense of self.’
15

 

Specifically, Belk states, “A key to understanding what possessions mean is recognising...we 

regard our possessions as parts of ourselves.” 
16 

The history of sense of self being linked to 

possessions is not a new concept, in fact it began long before the written word, with what 

Maringer describes as, “the practice of burying the dead with their possessions at least 60000 

years ago.”
17 

 

                                                

 

12 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams 
13 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams 
14 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams, p. 126. 
15 Belk, R, “Possessions and the extended self”, The Journal of Consumer Research, The University of Chicago 

Press, 15(2), 1988, pp. 139-168.; Less-Maffei; McCracken, G, “Culture and Consumption: A Theoretical 

Account of the Structure and Movement of the Cultural Meaning of Consumer Goods”, The Journal of 

Consumer Research, The University of Chicago Press, 13(1), June 1986, pp. 71-84.; Sheller, M & Urry, J, “The 

City and the Car”, International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, Blackwell Publishers, 24(4), 

December 2000, pp. 737-757.; Solomon, MR, “The Role of Products as Social Stimuli: A Symbolic 

Interactionism Perspective”, Journal of Consumer Research, The University of Chicago Press, 10(3), December 

1983, pp. 319-329 Featherstone, M, “Automobilities: An Introduction”, Theory Culture & Society, SAGE, 

London, Thousand Oaks, 21(4/5), 2004, pp. 1-24.; Kleine, RE III, Kleine, SS  & Kernan, JB, “Mundane 

Consumption and the Self: A Social-Identity Perspective”, Journal of Consumer Psychology, Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates, Inc, 2(3), 1993,  pp. 209-235. 
16 Belk, p.139. 
17 Maringer, J, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, (translated by Mary Ilford), Alfred A. Knopf (publisher), New 

York, 1960, cited in Belk, p.144. 
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Consumption is commonly viewed as the act of purchasing a product.
18

 When examined more 

closely, the act of consumption actually takes place throughout the entire design and 

manufacturing process, often involving acts which are devoid of choice, social meaning, or 

self-expression.
19

 These hidden acts too often escape attention from design reveiwers.
20

 

Gronow & Warde concur, arguing that “there is too much concentration on the more 

‘spectacular and visual aspects of contemporary behaviour, thereby constructing an 

unbalanced and partial account’.”
21

 What is being consumed during each stage of production, 

described by Gronow & Warde as ‘ordinary consumption’,
22

  may not be obvious: petrol for 

delivery vans, sketch books and markers for the designers, styrene containers holding the 

lunches of the CEO, all being included in the chain of consumption.
23

 If the consumer is to 

make informed purchasing decisions in relation to environmental impact concerns, this 

information on the chain of consumption needs to be included in design reviews, and in the 

specific case of this study; motoring reviews. 

 

The purchases we make can represent the cultural meaning of a particular time in our life, and 

what it means to the self in the context of that moment and our lifetime of memories; like our 

first car purchase signposting our entry into adulthood. McCracken (1986) suggests that 

cultural meaning is ‘mobile’ and flows from the culturally constituted world, to the consumed 

good, then to the individual consumer.
24

 This perspective allows us to see both consumer 

goods, and consumers, as what McCracken (1986) terms, “way-stations of meaning,”
25

 

through which cultural meaning in transmitted.
26

 Our possessions, as a complete collection, 

give us a clearer and more diverse representation of the total self.
27

 Allport, discusses the 

growth of sense of self over time – expanding as the set of possessions grows.
28

 However, the 

object is only part of the self if we can exert control over it.
29

 Belk finds that Sartre, Marx and 

Fromm all concur that possessions help create and grow a sense of self and that having, doing, 

                                                

 

18 Conca, Princen & Maniates 
19 Conca, Princen & Maniates 
20 Conca, Princen & Maniates 
21 Gronow, J & Warde, A, “Epilogue: Conventional Consumption”, in Gronow, J & Warde, A (eds), Ordinary 

Consumption, Routledge, London, 2001, cited in Froud, et. al., p. 101. 
22 Gronow & Warde, cited in Froud, et. al., p. 101. 
23 Conca, Princen & Maniates, p. 8. 
24 McCracken 
25 McCracken, p.71. 
26 McCracken 
27 Belk, p.140. 
28 Allport, GW, Personality: A Psychological Interpretation, Henry Holt, New York, 1937, cited in Belk. 
29 Belk, p.140. 
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and being are all interrelated.
30

 The sense of self is embedded in the possession. The objects 

we use share our experiences.
31

 Featherstone makes the connection to cars as possessions, 

stating, “People seek vehicles to express/complement their individuality.”
32

 Guarding the 

safety of these possessions can be extremely important to the consumer’s wellbeing.  

Emotionally charged language used by James, highlights the powerful feelings associated 

with the loss of dear possessions: “our depression at the loss of possessions”; “a partial 

conversion of ourselves to nothingness.”
33

 The phrase, “this partial annihilation of self”, is 

employed  by Belk, and refers to people who have, “gone to such great lengths as suicide to 

avoid facing the forced breakup of their collections”.
34

 Thus, loss of a possession which is 

part of the self can lead to a loss of sense of self.
35

 Belk (1988) expands on this idea by citing 

standardising techniques used in institutions such as the armed forces and mental hospitals, 

which remove an individual’s personal items and replace them with standardised items, 

lessening the individual’s sense of self and replacing it with a standardised sense of self. Belk 

(1988) states that, in the case of institutional standardisation, if we look at identity as the 

object, the individual has little choice, as the organisation has control over their identity, thus, 

the organisation is the owner of their identity. Cultural commentary and its consequences to 

the consumer are examined in Chapter 5, addressing how much influence product reviews can 

exercise over the public perception of self. 
 

 

Symbolic interactionism concerns the idea that the consumer’s concept of self is constructed 

according to their perception of others’ responses; and that concept of self directs behavior,
36

 

or, how we are viewed by others affects our sense of self.
37

 Reflective objects (reflective of 

our interests and abilities) illustrate to others the areas in which we excel.
38

 Leach states that 

we live in a society which is “...a new urban culture based on acquisition and consumption as 

the means of achieving happiness.”
39

 People will tend to base their consumption choices on 

                                                

 

30 (no direct sources for the particular works of Sartre, Marx and Fromm were provided) Belk. 
31 Belk 
32 Featherstone, p. 7. 
33 James, W, The Principles of Psychology, vol. 1, Henry Holt, New York, 1890, cited in Belk, p. 143. 
34 Belk, p. 143. 
35 Belk 
36 Solomon  
37 Csikszentmihalyi, M, (1982), "The Symbolic Function of Possessions: Towards a Psychology of Materialism," 

paper presented at 90th Annual Convention of the American Psychological Association, Washington, D.C., 

1982, cited in Belk. 
38 Belk, p.147. 
39 Leach, W, Land of Desire, Pantheon, New York, 1993, cited in Zukin, S, “Urban Lifestyles: Diversity and 

Standardisation in Spaces of Consumption”, Urban Studies, 35(5-6), 1998, pp. 825-839. 
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what will make them seem different to others.
 40 

These same consumers will diverge from 

their choices in order to remain ‘different’, or ‘original’, if too many others begin to operate 

within the same taste boundaries.
41

  If only tough guys ride Harley Davidson motorcycles, 

then Harleys could be seen to signal a tough identity.
42

  However, if the habit of riding 

Harleys is adopted by people who are stereotyped by society as ‘not tough (accountants or 

interior designers, for example)’ then the perceived toughness of riding Harleys may decrease. 

Moreover, the identity signalled by riding Harleys may change completely, for example, to 

‘wannabe tough guys.’
43

 Tastes embraced by a majority can dilute the strength of identity 

signals and can thus provide unclear signals of identity.
44

  

 

Automobility and the car’s impact on society and the individual  

The culture of driving has become, as Urry frames it, “central to sustaining social capital 

across most societies across the globe”
 45

 and, therefore, is a key factor affecting consumer’s 

feeling of belonging to society. The importance of the car is not just confined to its direct 

consumers; but as a commodity to sell, along with the associated sub-industries connected to 

the sale, use, and maintenance of cars. This section of the literature review illustrates the 

rapidly growing cultural, economic, and social importance of the car as a designed object to 

contemporary society. Along with its emotive associations
46

 and cultural importance, Sheller 

& Urry (2000) suggest the car is also the “quintessential manufactured object,”
47

 and was thus 

chosen for the subject of this research.  

 

There are currently, well over 500 million cars in use across the world.
48

 Around one million 

people are killed each year in road accidents; with millions more injured (World Health 

Organisation, 2003).
49

 Even figures such as these at hand, current research within social 

sciences tends to ignore the impact of the automobile on the social system.
50 

It is suggested 

                                                

 

40 Berger, J & Heath, C, “Where Consumers Diverge from Others: Identity Signaling and Product Domains”, 

The Journal of Consumer Research, University of Chicago Press, 34(2), August 2007, p. 121. 
41 Berger& Heath 
42 Berger& Heath 
43 Berger& Heath 
44 Berger& Heath 
45 Urry, J, “Mobility and Proximity”, Sociology, 36(2), 2002, cited in Froud, et. al., p. 103. 
46 Hampton, F & Emerson, S, “Opinions and loyalty among European motoring journalists”, Journal of 

Communication Management, Henry Stewart Publications, 7(3), 2003, p. 269. 
47 Sheller & Urry, p. 738. 
48 Sheller & Urry 
49 Freund & Martin, p. 44. 
50 Sheller & Urry 
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that social exclusion can occur through lack of mobility for those who do not drive; the very 

young, the elderly, the disabled, and the poor.
51

 Less physical activity leads to obesity and 

heart disease, which leads to public health problems, with those who cannot drive, also 

experiencing difficulties in accessing amenities such as health care.
52

 Hyperautomobility is a 

phenomenon which is characterised by the increasing individualisation and intensification of 

car use, along with the greatly increased use of larger vehicles.
53

 The role of automobility in 

identity construction and social belonging can be directly affected by the messages contained 

in motoring reviews, and as such, is highly relevant to the concerns of disparity between IP 

and CM within those reviews. 

 

The decreasing responsibilities of the driver, due to technological advances such as drive 

assist technology and in-car navigation, can affect the physical and emotional wellbeing of the 

driver.
54

 Featherstone (2004) elaborates, “...the separation between the human and machine 

becomes blurred. Now software controls functions such as engine management, braking, 

suspension...in-car navigation and security.”
55

 In essence, the life of the driver is in the 

‘hands’ of the machine. By safely controlling these functions, the car can put the driver in 

danger by decreasing the levels of concentration required by the driver to safely pilot the 

vehicle. Activities other than driving (e.g. text-messaging, turning the dial on the radio, 

fiddling with the Sat-Nav system) can then take the majority of the driver’s concentration, 

leading to what Featherstone (2004) calls “absenteeism”, which can in turn lead to accidents 

and feelings of isolation.
56

 The increasing feelings of isolation felt by the driver may result 

from the decreased interactions with the world outside of the car.
57

 Driving is only seen as 

pleasurable if it is a voluntary task, but not if it is a necessary task like driving to work in 

rush-hour traffic.
58

 If this is the case, it is possible that the increasingly embraced 

technological advancements in in-car gadgetry may be compensating for the negative feelings 

felt by the driver when they are forced to drive rather than choosing to drive. If the safety of 

the driver is put at risk with the addition of these drive-assist technologies, the reporting of the 

functionality and usability of these technologies becomes an important responsibility of the 

                                                

 

51 Freund & Martin, p. 38. 
52 Freund & Martin, p. 38. 
53 Freund & Martin, p. 39. 
54 Featherstone 
55 Featherstone, p. 10. 
56 Featherstone, p. 11. 
57 Featherstone 
58 Freund & Martin, p. 41. 
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motoring reviewer. The reporting of these details concerning drive-assist technologies is 

investigated and considered in Chapters Four and Five.  

 

 

Section 2 – Product design and critical review 

The leading researchers in the field concur that given the profound impact which motoring 

technologies have had on 20
th
 century society, sociological research on the relationship 

between the car and the consumer is surprisingly limited.
59

 Solomon (1983), puts these 

limitations specifically into the context of this study when he states that current research is 

lacking in the area of products’ inclusion in interpersonal relationships and the consumers’ 

social environment, or the “experiential view”
60

 of a product.
61

 Current research has tended 

toward discussing motivations for purchase, rather than discussing what role the product plays 

after purchase; this can result in product reviews which are incomplete.
62

 

 

Exceptions  

Exceptions to the view that research into the sociological effects of motoring consumption has 

not been fully investigated exist. These exceptions are covered by Froud et al. (2005), who 

introduce new (at the time) research on the subject of motoring consumption and the 

consumer: 

 

“Nonetheless, in recent years, new studies by Miller and others have reflected on the 

relationship between cars, motoring, consumption and identity. This new literature on 

motoring consumption has helped to develop and revise the mainstream sociology of 

consumption in several ways...the revisionism comes from the way in which the 

sociology of motoring shifts attention from free expression and choice towards issues 

of coercion and constraint...this revisionism is reinforced by the way in which the 

sociology of motoring explores the many non-performative aspects of motoring 

consumption.”
63

   

 

                                                

 

59 Solomon; Sheller & Urry; Miller; Hawkins; Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams; Featherstone; Inglis 
60 Solomon, p. 320. 
61 Solomon 
62 Solomon 
63 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams,p. 102. 
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How does design fit into consumer culture?  

Hirst (1996) discusses humanity’s ability to change our surroundings in order to thrive and 

not be limited to a particular type of environment. The use of designed objects, such as the 

car, allows humans to do this.
64

 Hirst (1996) states that designers are in a position of power; 

their experience and knowledge giving them the power to influence the nature of material 

culture and deployment of resources in the production and manufacture of designed 

products.
65

 Designers who work on the more functional side of interaction design in the 

motoring industry are ignored in some of the current research in favour of the more romantic 

ideal of the ‘car stylists’.
 66

 These imbalances between the discussions of aesthetics and 

functionality are central to my argument and are examined further in Chapter five.  

 

In order to illustrate the importance of car design and manufacture to a particular society’s 

financial wellbeing, consider a case study from Hong Kong where the Hong Kong 

government proposed an upper limit to the number of new cars allowed to drive on the 

roads.
67

 The car retail business and motoring organisations reacted negatively to this proposal, 

accusing the government of infringing on human rights.
68

 Hirst (1996) points out that, as 

vehement as the reaction to the proposal was, this was a reaction from a society without a car 

manufacturing industry, and therefore, not directly financially dependent on that industry.
69

 It 

could be proposed that reactions from societies whose financial survival is dependent on the 

car design and manufacturing industry will be even more vehemently opposed to any 

limitations on the number of new cars allowed on the road. In their case, the car is not only a 

method of transport and a cultural extension of self, but a source of income and financial 

stability. Pressure on media to convey motor-industry supportive reviews and articles could 

come from governments and other financial stakeholders in the motoring industry in this case, 

limiting the freedom of the reviewer to provide unbiased information. This was to be 

investigated in the research phase of this project, but definitive information on pressure from 

stakeholders and their effects on the content of motoring reviews was outside the scope of this 

project. 

 

                                                

 

64 Hirst, J, “Values in Design: ‘Existenzminimum,’ ‘Maximum Quality,’ and ‘Optimal Balance’”, Design Issues, 

The MIT Press, 12(1), 1996, pp. 38-47. 
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Section 3 – Cultural and informational roles of journalism 

Understanding and perceptions of discourse  

 

From the depths of the Middle Ages, a man was mad if his speech could not be said to form 

part of the common discourse of men
70

 – Michel Foucault 

 

A fundamental aim of this study is to understand the perceptions of design advice discourse 

from the perspective of the reader. From the investigated literature, an informal dialogue was 

found to exist between the reader and the reviewer.
71

 Martin and White discuss this 

“...dialogue between writer and readers... forming a community of shared belief or value.”
72

 

This relationship could have varying outcomes – increased trust in the reviewer by the reader 

being one. If the increased trust is abused by the reviewer, it can be misused for their own 

ends; personal sponsorship i.e. ‘cash for comment’, or favourable reviews when they are not 

deserved. If this is the case, fundamental information will be left out of motoring reviews in 

favour of information more suitable to marketing and advertisements, thus, consumers will 

not be armed with practical information with which to make informed purchasing decisions.  

 

Differentiating between the effectiveness of purely commercially-motivated advertising, and 

the effects of product reviews on consumption, aided in understanding the role played by the 

product reviews which were studied during the research phase of this project. The power of 

the product review to motivate consumption seems to have been commercially 

underutilised.
73

 Zukin (2004) clarifies, “In contrast to the commercial messages of 

advertisements, the seemingly objective language of product reviews has not been sufficiently 

appreciated for its ability to stimulate and shape consumer culture.”
74

 This suggests reviews 

have a greater power to influence consumers than commonly thought.  

 

                                                

 

70 Foucault, Orders of discourse, p. 9. 
71 Duguid, A, “Newspaper discourse informalisation –a diachronic comparison from keywords”, Corpora, 

University of Siena, (5), 2010, pp. 1-36. 
72 Martin, JR & White, PRR, The Language of Evaluation: Appraisal in English, Palgrave Macmillan, 

Basingstoke, New York, NY, 2005, cited in Duguid, Newspaper discourse informalisation –a diachronic 

comparison from keywords 
73 Zukin, S,  “Zagats ‘r’ us”, in Point of purchase: how shopping changed American culture, New York; London, 

Routledge, 2004, Ch. 10, pp. 253-268. 
74 Zukin, Point of purchase: how shopping changed American culture, p. 259. 
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When engaging in cultural discourse, people communicate openly about their state of mind, 

their physical situation in the world, what they are doing, who they are doing it with, and why 

they are doing it.
75 

Not only do people communicate with intent, but they can also 

communicate details surreptitiously through methods such as stereotyping and prejudice.
76

 An 

example of this type of prejudice can be found in motoring culture, which has subtly made the 

subordinated status of women ordinary and accepted.
77

 An example of the subordinating 

stereotyping which is woven into the discourse of the automobile is provided by Sanger, who 

states, “The very phrase "women drivers" refers not to women who drive but absent-minded 

femmes at a loss behind the wheel of such a big machine.”
78

 This type of stereotyping can 

affect the decision making process of the consumer, leading to poorly informed purchasing 

decisions, and as such, is investigated and discussed in the content analysis phase of this 

study. On the other hand, stereotyping can provide cultural commentary on the social status 

projected onto the car in question, aiding the consumer in the construction of their sense of 

self.   

 

Readers will be able to interpret ironic, or sarcastic statements with the use of what Partington 

describes as “the irony frame”.
79

  This irony frame is a tool which readers use to interpret the 

truthfulness of a statement.
80

 The irony frame is based on the idea that the reader assumes that 

all people engage in irony and as such, are constantly on the lookout for non-literal 

statements.
81

 On reading a figurative statement, the reader is, as Partington states, “...primed 

to apply the irony frame and to interpret the event as an attempt at irony.”
 82

 The importance 

of irony within the context of product reviews will be discussed in the next section of this 

literature review – ‘strategic manipulation of cultural constructions by the media’.  

 

Strategic manipulation of cultural constructions by the media 

                                                

 

75 Carbaugh, D, “Cultural Discourse Analysis: Communication Practices and Intercultural Encounters”, Journal 

of Intercultural Communication Research, Routledge, 36(3), November 2007, p. 168. 
76 Sanger, C, “Girls and the Getaway: Cars, Culture, and the Predicament of Gendered Space”, University of 

Pennsylvania Law Review, The University of Pennsylvania Law Review, 144(2), December 1995, pp. 705-756. 
77 Sanger 
78 Sanger, p. 708. 
79 Partington, A, “Irony and reversal of evaluation”, Journal of Pragmatics, (39), 2007, pp. 1547-1569. 
80 Hoey, M, Lexical Priming: a New Theory of Words and Language, Routledge, London, 2005; Kreuz, R, 

Glucksberg, S, “How to be sarcastic: the echoic reminder theory of verbal irony”, Journal of Experimental 
Psychology: General, 118 (4), 1989, cited in Partington. 
81 Partington 
82 Hoey, cited in Partington, p. 1549 
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Consumer choices are heavily influenced by media reviews and advertising.
83

  McQuail states 

that the media exerts a degree of control over which products are most desirable to consumers 

by, “proposing and highlighting the images and contexts that encourage the purchase of 

associated goods and services.”
84

 It is alleged by many that cultural intermediaries, such as 

product reviewers, can be guilty of letting their own tastes, along with financial and 

professional motivations, get in the way of their objective reporting within product reviews.
85

 

The extent to which stereotyping and prejudice is intentionally employed in product reviews 

is illustrated by previous research into men’s magazines conducted by Cortese & Ling (2011); 

Benwell (2003), (2005), (2007); Cook (2000); Edwards (1997); Jackson, Stevenson, & 

Brooks (2001), (2003); McKay, Mikosza, & Hutchins (2005); and Nixon (1996).
 
From this 

research it was discovered that the men’s magazines, as Cortese & Ling (2011) describe it, 

“depicted young men to millions of subscribers as vain consumers and sexist hedonists”.
86

 

However, it is clear to all reasonable people that not all young men will fit within this 

characterization; some will, but not all. There is a danger then that prejudiced and 

stereotyping views could be taken as gospel truth by the extensive readership of product 

reviews, thus arming them with erroneous information which they may then use to purchase a 

product which may, in the end, be unsuitable for their needs. Occurrences of misleading 

cultural mediation were investigated further in the discourse analysis phase of this project and 

the findings discussed in Chapter five.  

 

The use of Irony, as Benwell (2004) states, “plays a hugely important role in the male 

discourse community.”
87

 The exact meaning of an ironic statement is extremely difficult to 

pinpoint,
 88

 thus charges of stereotyping or prejudice delivered via ironic statements in 

product reviews are almost impossible to prove. This phenomenon is investigated further in 

Chapters Four and Five. 

 

                                                

 

83 Conca, Princen & Maniates, p. 6. 
84 McQuail, D, “The Media and Lifestyle”, European Journal of Communication, SAGE Publications London, 

17(4), 2002, p. 427. 
85 Bourdieu, P, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Translated by Richard Nice), Cambridge University Press, 
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86 Cortese, DK & Ling, PM, “Enticing the New Lad: Masculinity as a Product of Consumption in Tobacco 

Industry − Developed Lifestyle Magazines”, Men and Masculinities, SAGE, 14(1), 2011, p. 5. 
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Men’s magazines construct particular types of masculinity within their discourse, and these 

constructions aid in connecting with their target audience. The author will write about 

“engaging in risky and dangerous behaviors, while simultaneously recognizing or cowering 

from the life-threatening risks.”
89

 This method of engaging the audience is repeated in the 

context of car reviews by the BBC television car show, Top Gear UK, and was highlighted as 

a method of cultural mediation whenever it was uncovered in the content analysis phase of 

this project. 

 

Sentiment classification, consumer comprehension, and effects of reviews  

Parity between the two theoretical conceptions of IP and CM may improve reporting on new 

products for consumer audiences. The next section will investigate IP and CM and how parity 

can be achieved and what skills the journalist needs to achieve them. 

 

Information Provision 

When a particular model of car is reviewed in a large number of publications it is more 

difficult for the consumer to discern the dominant opinion of the review.
90

 It is in this 

situation where the language skills of the reviewer become vitally important; the ability to 

project a clear and precise meaning of the linguistic component of the review can enable the 

consumer to make an informed and unbiased decision. However, the comprehension of the 

review’s meaning, as Bourdieu suggests, “...depends at least as much on extra-linguistic as on 

linguistic factors, that is to say, on the context and situation in which it is used.”
91

 In order to 

deliver practical information to the consumer, the reviewer will clearly illustrate the context 

of the product information; an SUV review may talk about high torque levels but fail to 

convey the context of its use, its functionality – being able to tow a boat trailer up out of the 

water more easily and more safely, for example.  

 

Cultural Mediation 

People communicate different information in different ways, for different reasons,
 92

 as 

Carbaugh (2007) illustrates,  

                                                

 

89 Cortese & Ling, p. 9. 
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“...as people communicate with each other, they are saying things literally about the 

specific subject being discussed, but they are also saying things culturally, about who 

they are, how they are related, what they are doing together, how they feel about what 

is going on, and about the nature of things.”
93

  

 

Reviewers are not immune to this phenomenon, and to further explore this, both content 

analysis and discourse analysis phases of this study project investigated both the frequency 

(the percentage of motoring reviews in which a particular message is present) and intensity 

(the average number of times the message is mentioned in each motoring review) of culturally 

mediating messages. 

 

Cultural mediation & design advice as discourse  

In the specific case of product reviews, cultural meaning has significance above and beyond 

utility and commercial value.
94

 Consumers receive advice, passively and actively, in the form 

of words and images every day from all areas of the media. The purchasing decisions they 

make on the basis of this advice help construct an overall picture of their place within 

society.
95

 This behaviour is partly the result of cultural mediation by the media and cultural 

leaders.
96

 McCracken concurs, “…opinion leaders are permeable to cultural innovations, 

changes in style, value, and attitude, which they then pass along to the subordinate parties 

who imitate them.”
97

 Historically, product reviews aim their discourse at particular social 

groups.
98

 This assumption should be framed by the understanding that design advice literature 

(product reviews, and in particular; motoring reviews) functions partly to facilitate social 

fluidity.
99

 The readership of these particular reviews is partly aspirational.
100

 The aspirational 

consumer is one that aspires to join the social group positioned culturally above it. Froud, et 

al. describe the situation of the aspirational consumer as walking the line “...between the pain 

of living and the drug of dreams.”
101

 Not all consumers are aspirational and wishing to be 
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seen as being part of the cultural elite; Savage et al. carried out studies in the Manchester area 

of England and found that some consumers were inclined to actually play down their cultural 

distinction in favour of projecting an ‘ordinary’ class identity.
102

  

 

Given that the news media publications and magazines, in which the investigated motoring 

reviews are found, are, at least in part, deferential to the advertisers which make their very 

existence possible, the danger of the line between advertisement and objective car review 

being crossed is real. This blurring of the lines may adversely affect the quality and volume of 

information provision in reviews in favour of financially pressured, cultural mediation. 

Freudenberg et al. (2008) discuss the power and motivations of the advertising industry, with 

which the media is inextricably linked: 

 

“...the auto industry marketed SUVs to well-off urban males, portraying them as a 

vehicle to escape urban stress, protect against crime, and safeguard drivers. Between 

1990 and 2001, the auto industry, the nation’s largest advertiser, spent more than $9 

billion on SUV ads.”
103

 

 

Lees-Maffei provides examples of persuasive phrases commonly used in advertising also 

being used in advice literature, such as; ‘graceful simplicity’ and ‘dignity’.
104

  To add weight 

to the argument that product reviews can affect the choices of the consumer with a great deal 

of persuasive power, Zukin states, “Product reviews evaluate goods, but they also make us 

yearn to have them.”
105

   

 

Adequate information provision in product reviews  

The majority of consumers are demanding more “expert knowledge”
106

 from product reviews 

to assist them in interpreting the vastness of the product information they are bombarded with 

on a daily basis, in order to get to pertinent details needed to make an informed purchasing 
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decision.
107

 These product reviews are vital to the success or failure of the reviewed 

products.
108

 Uncertainty about quality of new and innovative products exists in advice 

literature; as no records of use over longer periods exist from which to make accurate 

judgments.
109

 Reviews at this time are lacking details of reliability and usability over long-

term use. The reviews are limited to discussing aesthetic and immediate performance details, 

tipping the scales toward cultural mediation. It is currently not apparent how this problem can 

be overridden without reviews being carried out over extended periods of months, if not 

years.  

 

The argument for adequate information provision is furthered by Popescu & Etzoni, and 

Ozanne & Murry, who state that unless the consumers are suitably informed, there is the 

danger they will not choose or act wisely.
110  

Reviewers must provide fully resolved sets of 

information on each of the main functions of the product in order to provide consumers with 

the knowledge which can protect them from unsafe and poor quality products.
111

 Hampton 

and Emerson (2003) provide an example of the effectiveness of a well-constructed, well-

informed product review: A review of a Mercedes Benz sedan stated that the car had a 

tendency to roll while cornering tightly. This review led to the model being withdrawn from 

sale and modified.
112

 The results of this motoring review being published illustrate the power 

of persuasion reviewers have over the consumers (on this occasion, acting in their protection), 

and manufacturers of vehicles through manipulation of reputation. Supporting this line of 

argument, Shapiro (1982) describes reputation as a powerful incentive to provide quality 

products, or at least products which keep the consumers satisfied.
113

 On the effectiveness of 

car reviews, Shrum argues, “The visibility provided by reviews is more important than their 

evaluative function.”
114

 If we agree; the car review can be seen as a constructive way in which 

a car company can get their products into the public consciousness, whether the review is 

complimentary or critical is irrelevant. This is an extreme view – that the content of the 
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review has little effect on the consumer – in fact this literature review discussion has put 

forward the opposing view of the effectiveness of product reviews on multiple occasions, 

from multiple sources. However, a particular detail of Shrum’s argument is still found to be 

valid; that the effect of design reviews on the visibility of a car is important. Without 

visibility, the consumer does not know of the car’s existence and thus cannot possibly 

purchase it.  

 

As discussed previously in the sub-section ‘Cultural Mediation’, product reviews have the 

power to make consumers desire products.
115

 Product reviews can also teach us how to use 

the products, what features to look for, and how to discuss them.
116

 Product reviews assess the 

available products for comparable prices and performance.
117

 Problems can occur when, in 

daily use, the product is found to be unsuitable for its intended purpose. If this problem is to 

be addressed, reviewers must attempt to contextualise the use of the product in the 

consumer’s daily life. This point of view is also shared by Lees-Maffei and Tractinsky, Katz, 

& Ikar, who tie usability of products in with the contextualisation of the product in daily 

life.
118

 Harrington suggests that this is the strength of BBC TV motoring juggernaut Top 

Gear; that its presenters do indeed contextualise the vehicle’s impact on the consumer’s daily 

life.
119

 For example, the show’s presenter Jeremy Clarkson puts the wet weather safety of 

owners of a particular model of Porsche into context when he states, “Well, I'll tell you what; 

if it even looks like rain and you pretend to be Michael Schumacher in a 599 GTO, you will 

end up in a tree.
120

 The presence of contextualisation of information delivered in motoring 

reviews is investigated in the content analysis phase of this study project, and its effects 

examined in the Chapter Five. 

 

Highly technical information on the product must be delivered so the average reader who is 

not well-versed in the science can easily understand the information and place it in the context 

of the product and its use. One method used by the media is double-voicing, which uses an 
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informal voice alongside a more formal, scientific voice.
 121

 The scientific voice delivers the 

necessary technical information, while the informal ‘buddy’ voice serves as a sort of 

interpreter for that information, making it both easily digestible and entertaining.
122

 The need 

to be entertaining while simultaneously delivering technical information and advice, which is 

taken in almost unwittingly, is paramount in any form of media where men make up the 

majority of the audience, due to the fact that, as Jackson suggests, “some men are resistant to 

the idea of needing 'expert' advice.”
123

 Harrington  gives a contemporary example of technical 

information provision when he discusses the strength Top Gear’s journalistic methodology; 

“it communicates complex information by translating technical detail into understandable 

terms.”
124

 It communicates these details by, “...finding, exploring, and exploiting a mutually 

shared set of discursive tools.” 
125

 Areas of the media were performing this task over 100 

years ago, according to Shepherd, who states, “…the journal Motor, founded in 1902, asserted 

the mission of ‘educating without being ultra-technical…’”
126

 The reviewer must stay abreast 

of current trends in popular culture, technology, manufacturing, and consumption patterns in 

order to have an understanding of what the consumer both needs, and wants from a 

product.
127

 The previous statement brings up a problem inherent in this study; what is 

important information? Providing a possible link between information provision and cultural 

mediation, Zukin states, “...the seemingly objective language of product reviews has not been 

sufficiently appreciated for its ability to stimulate and shape consumer culture.”
128

 The 

objectivity of the reviewer is not covered in this study but the language employed by the 

reviewers and its possible effects will be investigated in Chapters Four and Five.  

 

 

Summary of literature review 

The literature review highlights the powerful effect product reviews can have on the decision 

making of the consumer through providing information about performance, safety, and 

usability. The review can also affect the consumer’s decisions through mediation of cultural 

                                                

 

121 Cortese & Ling 
122 Cortese & Ling, p. 20. 
123 Jackson, P, Brooks, K & Stevenson, N, “Making sense of men's lifestyle magazines”, Environment and 

Planning D, Society and Space, 17, 1999, p. 366. 
124 Harrington, p. 935. 
125 Harrington, p. 935. 
126 Shepherd, J, “The British Press and Turn-of-the-Century Developments in the Motoring Movement”, 
Victorian Periodicals Review, University of Toronto Press, 38(4), 2005, p. 386. 
127 Popescu & Etzioni 
128 Zukin, Point of purchase: how shopping changed American culture, p. 259. 
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meaning; allowing (or guiding, in some cases) the consumer to construct their own sense of 

self through consumption. This power must be balanced between, and within IP and CM in 

order that the consumer be fully and properly informed. It is this balance that is the centre of 

this study. There is an imbalance between information provision and cultural mediation in 

contemporary motoring design reviews. The views of some motoring journalists may be 

skewed in favour of certain professional and commercial responsibilities, and towards 

personal values and tastes. Motoring journalism which is practical and beneficial to the 

consumer must find a balance between its responsibilities.  

 

Think about it. We spend billions making our cars ride lower [aesthetics/stying], and 

go faster and go round corners more quickly [handling/performance], but almost 

nothing on making them a nicer place to sit [comfort & contextualisation of use]. And 

in jammed-up Britain [current cultural context], that's surely more important – Jeremy 

Clarkson 
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Chapter Three – Methodology 

Overview  

In this chapter, the study objectives, research design, and methodology employed in this study 

will be addressed. Study justification will be discussed along with validity, generalisability, 

representativeness, ethics considerations, repeatability, reflexivity, and the limitations to the 

study.  

 

As a primarily qualitative research project, the primary research design was fluid and subject 

to change as it progressed. The research employed critical review techniques, and discourse 

and content analysis of motoring reviews from print media and electronic media from January 

2011 to January 2012. This study was used to construct a picture of the relationship between 

IP and CM in the media, centred on motoring reviews. The time-frame chosen for the 

publications to be investigated was 12 months retrospectively. This period was deemed long 

enough to allow any discourse/lexical patterns in the same publications to emerge, but short 

enough a period to minimise the effects of maturation due to  cultural changes occurring over 

the period.  

 

Within the investigated motoring reviews, cultural representations of women, men, and 

minority groups were highlighted. These representations reflected and provided markers for 

cultural mediation in text, when, and if it occurred, and as such were important to the 

investigation. Professional and financial motivations of the reviewer and their publications 

can affect both the type and the quality of information which the consumer receives and were 

therefore investigated in order to clarify the relationship between motives and the underlying 

argument of this thesis. A product review is a powerful tool with which to deliver a point of 

view on a product and its cultural atmosphere.
129

 The reviewer’s language has the power to 

reinforce the existing beliefs and ideas of the consumer, or to create new ones. The advertisers 

and sponsors of the publication in which the point of view is being delivered are capable of 

wielding their financial power over the reviewer in order to shape the content of the reviews 

to their benefit.
130

 These two power bases were investigated during the discourse analysis. 

 

                                                

 

129 Conca, Princen & Maniates 
130 Croteau, D & Hoynes, W, The business of media: Corporate Media and the Public Interest, Sage 

Publications, London, UK, chapter 4, 2006, pp. 109-145. 
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Study justification 

As discussed in the literature review, the provision of information in order to contextualise 

product use in daily life is important to society as a whole, not just the purchaser of the car. In 

early investigations, as documented in the literature review, a distinct lack of research was 

observed regarding the concurrent and balanced use of IP and CM in product reviews. Freund 

& Martin, in concurring that a gap exists in current research, state, “The nature and the extent 

of the reshaping of social networks within auto-social formations lack sufficient empirical 

specification, and would comprise a worthy research agenda.”
131

 It was hypothesised that 

there would be an imbalance between information provision and cultural mediation in 

contemporary motoring design reviews and this study seeks to improve the situation by 

arguing the case for parity between, and within, the two journalistic conceptions. 

Miscommunication of design details can adversely affect the daily lives of consumers. This 

may be avoidable, or at least be minimised, by clearer, more complete, and more balanced 

reporting. 

 

Sampling  

The chosen publications were not easily accessible online, as back-catalogues were not kept 

for more than a few months. It was found that the State library (North Terrace, Adelaide, SA) 

kept volumes of both Motor magazine and Wheels magazine whose publication dates fell 

within the proposed timeframe of January 2011 – January 2012. The researcher subscribed to 

the Weekend Australian from the proposed timeframe of January 2011 – January 2012 in 

order to have access to the motoring reviews within the Prestige Motoring section. In some 

motoring reviews, after the main body of text, extra information was delivered in the form of 

detailed and annotated diagrams and images; these methods of information deliver were not 

repeated throughout all motoring reviews, so in the interest of reliability, only information 

from the main body of text was investigated. 

 

Validity  

Print and online reviews were chosen to be investigated over broadcast media reviews to 

minimise the possibility of occurrences of type-2 internal errors during the transfer of data 
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(transcription) from one medium (broadcast) to another (print). Instrumentation was a 

possible threat to internal validity if terms for coding were missed in the initial quantitative 

study. The coding schedule was created by the researcher without any assistance from others 

blind to the research.  

Maturation was another possible threat to validity; if cultural changes had occurred during the 

research period; e.g. an oil crisis caused vehicle use to rapidly decrease. No such threats 

eventuated. There were no threats to external validity. 

 

Representativeness  

The three Motoring review publications studied were: The Weekend Australian – Prestige 

Motoring Review; Motor magazine, Australia; Wheels magazine, Australia. 

These particular publications were selected due to their coverage, large readership numbers, 

and varying cultural outlooks. Readership data for the three publications was (at the time of 

writing) as follows:  

 

The Weekend Australian – Circulation: 293,411 (source: ABC Statement Apr-Jun 

2011); Readership: 820,000; Male/Female: 53 percent/47 percent; Age Group 25 - 49 

Readers: 272,000; Age Group 50+ Readers: 496,000; Household Income: 406,000 

with AUD80,000+ 

Wheels magazine – Circulation: 49,082 (ABC Jul 11 - Dec 11); Readership: 282,000 

(RMR Apr 11 - Mar 12); Core Target: Motoring enthusiasts and buyers, Information 

from: http://www.acpmagazines.com.au/wheels.htm 

Motor magazine – Core Target: Men 35-55, high income, car buyers; Circulation: 

28,539 (ABC Jul 11 - Dec 11); Readership: 158,000 (RMR Apr 11 - Mar 12); 

Information from: http://www.acpmagazines.com.au/motor.htm 

 

Any kind of passenger car of any make or model was deemed adequate for investigation as 

the project was initially looking at IP and CM in a broad sense, culture-wide, not within 

particular models or makes. Early in the research process, it was discovered that more 

relevant information would be uncovered it the car types reviewed were split into 3 

discernable groups for separate study; family cars, prestige cars, sports cars. The number of 

sports car reviews in each publication was approximately twice the number of either family 

car or prestige car reviews. The decision to study 15 family car reviews, 15 prestige car 

reviews, and 24 sports car reviews is reflective of this imbalance. 

http://www.acpmagazines.com.au/wheels.htm
http://www.acpmagazines.com.au/motor.htm


Heath Campbell  ID# 100085826 

 

26 

 

Research design  

A content analysis of the text in the motoring reviews was carried out. To this point, no other 

examples of any comparison of IP with CM have been found. As well as being an argument 

for the significance of this study, the apparent lack of research on this topic may have, in fact, 

aided the qualitative methodological process due to what Yin describes as, “...the attempt to 

avoid prior commitment to theoretical constructs or to hypotheses formulated before 

gathering any data.”
132

  

 

A series of sub-questions was constructed in order to answer the main research question. In 

answering the sub-questions it was hypothesised that themes which aided the main argument 

would develop. This was indeed the case, and those answers, along with newly arisen and 

unforeseen questions are examined in Chapter Five. The sub-questions were as follows: 

 

Sub-questions 

1) Is the motoring media balanced in its representation of IP compared to CM in current 

car reviews  

2) Is the assessment of usability and practicality of the car framed within a situational 

context (is the product discussed as a daily part of the user’s life)? 

3) Cultural commentary describing the social and environmental aspects and impacts of 

purchasing and owning the reviewed vehicle is an important social responsibility; is 

this commentary present in car reviews; and at what frequency and intensity?   

4) Are current cultural details used as reference points in the review in order to ground 

the review in current cultural context?  

5) What style is employed by the reviewer in order to deliver highly technical 

information about the car which is easily comprehensible by the average consumer?  

6) Is the assessment of the utilitarian aspect of cars in motoring articles objective and 

balanced, discussing usability, safety, environmental impact, and performance details 

of the cars? 

7) Is the motoring articles’ assessment of the cars’ cultural impact balanced and 

objective, discussing the following; 

                                                

 

132 Yin, RK, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, Sage Publications, Beverly Hills, CA, 1984, cited in 
Kaplan, B & Duchon, D, “Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Information Systems Research: A 

Case Study”, MIS Quarterly, Management Information Systems Research Centre, University of Minnesota, 

12(4), December 1988, p.573. 
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1. Social construction and normalisation of cultural profiles, or ‘sense of self’ 

2. Situation of cars within a cultural-aesthetic framework, emphasising their 

importance in the construction of the ‘sense of self’ of the consumer, rather 

than the utility of the car itself 

 

Categorisation and coding 

A quantitative preliminary study of motoring reviews helped guide the principal qualitative 

research.
133

 The motoring reviews were read, and any term or phrase or theme which could be 

related back to motoring (e.g. design, society, environmentalism, safety), was noted. This 

preliminary study was continued until saturation was reached; from this study, a list of 

repeatable content was created,
 
and this list was then categorised into related themes to create 

a coding schedule. Without the preliminary quantitative study, creation of a complete data set 

of repeated content would have been too difficult to achieve in the time frame available.  

When saturation was initially reached, the complete set of textual codes (terms) which had 

been gathered was sorted into two main categories: Information Provision; and Cultural 

Mediation. Once these two main categories were complete, the individual terms were then 

sorted into sub-categories. In order to uncover the sub-categories all terms were arranged 

together into related, but yet unnamed groups, these groups and their contents were 

rearranged using physical concept mapping (cards with the terms printed on them) until the 

aforementioned distinct and specific groups appeared to the researcher. These groups then 

became the sub-categories used to collect the data.  The category, IP, was separated into the 

sub-categories; comfort, handling/performance, safety, drive controls/technology/ 

economy/reliability, and practicality/functionality. The category, CM, was separated into the 

sub-categories; aggression, aesthetics/styling, prestige/desire, stereotyping/prejudice, 

emotions/feelings, high-performance (see appendix 1 for complete coding schedule). The 

principal quantitative content analysis guided an inter-textual search for repeated content, 

both manifest and latent, across the entire data set. This content was later studied in more 

detailed in the discourse-analysis in order to answer the research question and its related sub-

questions.
134

 The data retrieved was collated into the findings chapter, and the more pertinent 

data were illustrated in the form of histograms which aided the discourse analysis which 

followed. Histograms were chosen to illustrate the data relationships as they best facilitated 

                                                

 

133 Morgan, DL, “Practical Strategies for Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods: Applications to 

Health Research” Qualitative Health Research, 8(3), 1998, pp. 362-376. 
134 Sarantakos, S, Social research, Macmillan Education Australia, South Melbourne, Victoria, 1994. 
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the comparison of the relationships between the data. Histograms describing frequency (the 

percentage of motoring reviews in which a particular message is present) and intensity (the 

average number of times the message is mentioned in each motoring review) were employed 

to investigate the data relationships more comprehensively. The discourse analysis looked 

deeper to uncover the more latent meaning in the data, for reasons outlined by Kaplan & 

Duchon, who state, “Immersion in context is a hallmark of qualitative research methods and 

the interpretive perspective on the conduct of research.”
135

 The discourse analysis allowed a 

deeper look at whether undercurrents of cultural mediation were dominant and inherent in all 

motoring reviews.  

 

The use of language in the form of both semantic prosody and irony within the investigated 

text was taken into account, along with their effects on levels of stereotyping embedded 

within the text. Prosody manifests within texts as a self-reproducing mental phenomenon of 

lexical-priming which trains the reader, by repeated association with a lexical item and 

procedural comparison with similar items, to expect that item to exhibit a particular behaviour 

in certain situations.
136

 Semantic prosody is the expression of our need as humans to judge 

things which exist in our world as either good, or bad.
137

  

 

Reflexivity 

My experiences riding my bike in traffic have helped build up, over the years, an emotional 

response to the car, as something to be avoided – respected, but avoided. In 1996, I spent a 

year or so delivering pizzas in a job in which I drove for periods of up to twelve hours in 

heavy traffic, so I also have views on the world which were built up from my experiences 

within the car, when driving was not a pleasure, but a necessity. I am not overly interested in 

cars – I don’t watch car racing, I don’t drive very often, and I hadn’t, until now, read a 

motoring review. I have in the past, however, watched the tv program, Top Gear (BBC), and 

presenter Jeremy Clarkson’s (in his role of journalist) method of discussing technical details 

of cars and his ability to contextualise their use in the daily life of the user was one of the 

catalysts for this investigation.  

 

                                                

 

135 Kaplan & Duchon, p. 572. 
136 Morley, J & Partington, A, “A few Frequently Asked Questions about semantic — or evaluative — prosody”, 

International Journal of Corpus Linguistics, John Benjamins Publishing Company, 14(2), 2009, p. 145. 
137 Morley & Partington 
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My background as a design graduate provided a grounding in the methodologies and the 

practices inherent in the design process. While studying, I worked with people in the industry 

to solve design problems in the real world; all the while uncovering what was important to 

many of the parties involved in the design process. User testing of prototypes gave invaluable 

insight into how differently the product is viewed by the user than by the designer, and how 

familiarity with the work can lead to a type of blindness to the problem at hand.  

From the point of view of the designer, the entire process of design is important; from the 

initial ideation and scenario building, to the final production and marketing stage. Research 

into materials and processes is a necessary part of the process; this stage uncovers not just 

which materials and processes are best for the particular design job, but also the social, 

environmental, and financial impacts of manufacturing those materials. A product used on a 

daily basis can come into contact with the user hundreds of thousands of times over the course 

of its useful life, and it is therefore important that the design reviewer communicate details of 

any foreseeable problem areas in the design to the public. This stage was seen as important 

because with each new product (or research topic) comes a number of unforeseen 

consequences. 

 

Generalisability 

This research is generalisable within the culture of ‘consumption of products’ and the related 

effects on sense of self. To substantiate the transferability to other consumable products, this 

research should be reproduced in another context; another study investigating a different 

product. Once outside this culture, the research is not generalisable. 

 

Repeatability  

The qualitative research was very specific in identifying the steps employed during the 

research process, and an audit trail aided in identifying where the research was open to 

changing influences. Each paragraph in each motoring review was numbered clearly and, in 

the interests of repeatability and reliability, the paragraph in which each individual textual 

term or theme was found was recorded. Each motoring review was given an identification 

number to aid cross-checking and referencing.  

In order to make it easier for others to check the validity of the research process, notes were 

taken on each motoring review whenever details which were not clear in their meaning were 

mentioned; e.g., in motoring review ID #21(see appendix 3), the phrase “dynamic penalty for 

removing the lid [roof]” was noted, as it could have been included under either of the codes; 
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drive controls/technology (discussion of the convertible roof mechanism) or 

handling/performance (“dynamic penalty” speaks of the effect on the performance of the car 

due to the changed aerodynamics with the roof down).  

While studying the motoring reviews, whenever it was noticed that I had an emotional 

response to a statement or theme, that paragraph was marked. This marked paragraph was 

then coded by an impartial second party to ensure the data was as free from bias as possible. 

 

Ethics considerations 

Due to the lack of direct interaction with people in the research process, ethics considerations 

will be limited. However, how the results are interpreted could lead to misrepresentation of 

particular reviewers or publications. 

 

Limitations 

The primary limitation of this study was in scope, as there was a finite time frame in which to 

collect and analyse data. Cultural understanding may have limited comprehension of some of 

the more idiomatic content in UK and USA-based periodicals. It was for the sake of clear 

comprehension that Australian texts were chosen for this study, as any foreign-language 

periodicals would have to have been translated, and in the process of translation crucial 

meaning may have been lost or distorted. 
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Chapter Four – Findings 

Overview 

The main content analysis phase of this study revealed several major deficiencies in the 

coverage of certain sub-categories of IP and CM. Also revealed were some unforeseen 

relationships between the sub-categories, which are analysed and interpreted thoroughly in 

Chapter Five. 

 

The results of the main content analysis are organised throughout this chapter in the form of 

histograms. These results are arranged into particular sets which are used to build arguments 

which are in turn used to answer each of the research sub-questions. These arguments, and 

their solutions, are expanded and investigated in Chapter Five. 

 

The two tools used to measure relationships between, and within, the two main categories of 

IP and CM were frequency and intensity. Frequency refers to the percentage of motoring 

reviews in which a particular theme is mentioned. Frequency is measured in percent. Intensity 

refers to the average number of times a particular theme is mentioned in each motoring 

review. Intensity is measured in numbers rounded to one decimal place. 
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Findings section 1 – Balance 

The following data was investigated in order to answer the sub-question; is the motoring 

media balanced in its representation of IP and CM in current car reviews?  

 

The main category CM was identified a total of 718 times in the motoring reviews, whereas 

the main category IP was identified almost twice as often.  

 

Figure 1.1 – IP vs. CM chart of frequency across all motoring reviews 
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The results from the study of the frequency of occurrence of the sub-categories within the 

main category of CM, across all motoring reviews, showed that the sub-category 

prestige/desire was identified in 93 percent of motoring reviews; the next most commonly 

occurring categories were styling details (82 percent), and high-performance capabilities (80 

percent). The sub-category aggression (60 percent) and the sub-category emotions/feelings 

(65 percent) were the next most commonly identified, with the least identified category 

concerning stereotyping; of males, females and cultural/ethnic/age groups (45 percent). 

  

Figure 1.2 – frequency of occurrence of the sub-categories within the main category CM 

across all motoring reviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

60% 

82% 

93% 

45% 

65% 

80% 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

60% 

70% 

80% 

90% 

100% 

agression (total) 

aesthetics/styling (total) 

prestige/desire (total) 

stereotyping/prejudice (total) 

emotions/feelings (total) 

high-performance (total) 



Heath Campbell  ID# 100085826 

 

34 

 

The results from the study shown in figure 1.3 showed the intensity of messages in each sub-

category of CM. The results were compared with those in figure 1.2 and showed a similar 

trend in the data except for the two sub-categories, aesthetics/styling, and emotions/feelings, 

which were identified at a high frequency but at a very low intensity across all motoring 

reviews.  

 

Figure 1.3 – intensity of occurrence of the sub-categories within the main category CM across 

all motoring reviews 
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On investigation of the data describing the  frequency of occurrence of the sub-categories 

within the category IP across all motoring reviews, it was found that handling/performance  

was identified in 100 percent of the reviewed articles, with the next two most prevalent sub-

categories being drive-controls/technology and comfort, occurring at 96 percent and 93 

percent respectively. The remaining sub-categories; economy/reliability, safety, and 

practicality/functionality, were identified in 78 percent, 70 percent, and 58 percent of the 

reviewed articles respectively. 

 

Figure 1.4 – frequency of occurrence of the sub-categories within the category IP across all 

motoring reviews 
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The results from the study shown in figure 1.5 revealed the intensity of messages in each sub-

category of IP. The results were compared with those in figure 1.4 and showed a similar trend 

in the data for the sub-categories, handling/performance and drive controls/technology. Four 

of the sub-categories, comfort, safety, practicality/functionality, and economy/reliability were 

identified at a high frequency but at a much lower intensity across all motoring reviews. The 

variations between the results shown in figures 1.4 and 1.5 are especially interesting and will 

be discussed in Chapter Five. 

 

Figure 1.5 – intensity of occurrence of the sub-categories within the main category IP across 

all motoring reviews 
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A central argument taken from the literature review states “Designers who work on the more 

functional side of interaction design in motoring are ignored in some of the current research in 

favour of the more romantic ideal of the ‘car stylists’.”
 138

 This argument provided cause for 

the direct comparison of articles in which the CM sub-category, aesthetics/styling (total) and 

the IP sub-category usability/practicality/functionality (total), occur. Confirming what the 

literature has suggested, analysis of the data from figures 1.6 and 1.7, showed the intensity of 

the two sub-categories was similar but skewed in favour of practicality/functionality (total), 

but the frequency with which they occurred differed by 20 percent in the favour of the other 

sub-category, aesthetics/styling (total).  

 

Figure 1.6 – comparison of frequency of the occurrence of the CM sub-category styling (total) 

against the frequency of the occurrence of the IP sub-category practicality/functionality (total) 

 

 

Figure 1.7 – comparison of intensity of the occurrence of the CM sub-category styling (total) 

against the intensity of the occurrence of the IP sub-category practicality/functionality (total) 

                                                

 

138 Froud, et. al., p. 103 
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Findings section 2 – Contextualisation 

The following data was investigated in order to answer the sub-question; is the assessment of 

usability and practicality of the car framed within a situational context (is the product 

discussed as a part of the user’s daily life)?  

 

The IP sub-category practicality/functionality was identified in approximately 60 per cent of 

motoring reviews. Thus, in 40 per cent of motoring reviews, the sub-category 

practicality/functionality was not identified. Looking deeper into data for the sub-categories, 

it was found that details on storage space, practicality, and usability were missing from 

around 75 per cent of motoring reviews. Details regarding the resolution of the car’s design 

were missing from 95 per cent of motoring reviews. These findings were particularly 

interesting and will be discussed further in Chapter Five.   

 

Figure 2.1 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes within the IP sub-category 

practicality/functionality (total) 
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Findings section 3 – Cultural commentary & sense of self 

The following data was investigated in order to answer the sub-questions:  

 

3)  Cultural commentary describing the social and environmental aspects and impacts of 

purchasing and owning the reviewed vehicle is an important social responsibility; is this 

commentary present in car reviews, and at what intensity?   

 

7)  Is the assessment of the car’s cultural impact concentrated on either of the following        

messages?  

a. The social construction and normalisation of cultural profiles, or ‘sense of 

self’ 

b. The situation of cars within a cultural-aesthetic framework, emphasising their 

importance in the construction of the ‘sense of self’ of the consumer 

 

 

Investigation of the frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the CM 

sub-category, aggression (total), across all motoring reviews showed that the textual code, 

aggressive driving, occurred in 49 percent of reviewed articles, with aggressive sounds (38 

percent), and aggressive styling (15 percent) identified in the least number of articles.  

 

Figure 3.1 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the CM sub-

category aggression (total) across all motoring reviews 
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The textual code, aggressive driving, occurred at the highest frequency in regard to sports 

cars, at an average of 1.9 times per article, followed by prestige cars, at 1.2 times. Aggressive 

driving occurred an average of 0.2 times in relation to family cars.  

 

Figure 3.2 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the textual code, aggressive 

driving, from within the CM sub-category aggression (total) 
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The investigation of the data from within the CM sub-category aggression (total) was 

measured across the three car-types. The sub-category aggression (total) was identified at an 

intensity of 3.6 times per sports car review; twice as often as prestige car reviews, and 18 

times as often as family car reviews. Having dealt with this disparity regarding the intensity of 

messages involving aggression and family cars, attention is turned, later in this section, to the 

relationship between stereotyping and the three car-types to allow general consideration of 

how aggression relates to stereotyping in the motoring reviews.  

 

Figure 3.3 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the CM 

sub-category aggression (total) 
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The investigation of frequency of the data from the CM sub-category aggression (total) was 

measured across the three car-types. Of the studied sports car reviews, aggression (total) 

occurred at a frequency of 90 percent. Aggression (total) was identified in 66 percent of 

prestige car reviews, and in 10 percent of family car reviews. 

 

Figure 3.4 – three car-type comparative study of the frequency of the occurrence of the CM 

sub-category aggression (total) 
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Investigation of the data from within the CM sub-category prestige/desire (total) showed the 

textual code, luxury/prestige, was the most prevalent message, being identified in 73 percent 

of the reviewed articles, followed by brand history (51 percent), and brand confidence (33 

percent). The remaining textual codes were investigated using a different method and were 

not used in this particular argument. 

  

Figure 3.5 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the CM sub-

category prestige/desire (total) across all motoring reviews 
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The results from the three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the 

textual code, brand history, within the CM sub-category, prestige/desire (total), revealed 

prestige cars to be the recipients of the highest intensity of messages related to prestige, twice 

the level of intensity received by family cars. 

 

Figure 3.6 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the textual 

code, brand history, within the CM sub-category prestige/desire (total) 
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The results from the three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the 

CM sub-category, prestige/desire (total), revealed prestige cars to be the recipients of the 

highest intensity of messages related to prestige, at an intensity of 5.2 times per motoring 

review, twice the level of intensity received by family cars. 

 

Figure 3.7 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the CM 

sub-category prestige/desire (total) 
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Analysis of the data collected within the CM sub-category stereotyping (total), revealed that 

the textual codes; intellectual stereotyping, and masculine stereotyping occurred at the highest 

frequency, at 45 percent and 44 percent respectively. The textual codes bravado (22 percent) 

and feminine stereotyping (18 percent) occurred approximately half as often. 

 

Figure 3.8 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the CM sub-

category stereotyping/prejudice (total) across all motoring reviews 
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Results from the three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the 

textual code, masculine stereotyping, within the CM sub-category stereotyping/prejudice 

(total) revealed the most prevalent detail was in respect to sports cars, occurring an average of 

once per article, followed by family cars, at 0.6 times. Masculine stereotyping occurred an 

average of 0.5 times in relation to prestige cars.  

 

Figure 3.9 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the textual 

code, masculine stereotyping, within the CM sub-category stereotyping/prejudice (total) 
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Results from the three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the 

textual code, feminine stereotyping, within the CM sub-category stereotyping/prejudice 

(total), showed the most prevalent detail was in respect to family cars, occurring an average of 

0.6 times, followed by sports cars and prestige cars, at 0.1 times. Feminine stereotyping was 

identified in relation to prestige cars at an almost negligible 0.07 times per article. 

  

Figure 3.10 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the textual 

code, feminine stereotyping, within the CM sub-category stereotyping/prejudice (total) 
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The CM sub-category, high performance (total) was identified over 4 times as often in sports 

car and prestige car reviews than in family car reviews. The frequency at which both sports 

cars and prestige cars were identified was approximately 4 times per motoring review. 

 

Figure 3.11 – three car-type comparative study of the intensity of the occurrence of the sub-

category high performance (total) 
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Findings section 4 – Utility 

 

The following data was investigated in order to answer the sub-question; is the assessment of 

the utilitarian aspect of cars in motoring articles balanced, discussing usability, safety, 

environmental impact, cost, and performance details of the cars?  

 

Analysis of the data from the IP sub-category comfort showed the most prevalent detail 

occurring in the reviewed articles was the textual code, ride quality (73 percent), followed by 

interior environment (53 percent). The textual code, cabin noise, occurred in 38 percent of the 

reviewed articles, as was the code, passenger space. The next most commonly occurring 

textual code was contact points (25 percent), with comfort occurring in the least number of 

articles (5 percent).  

          

Figure 4.1 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP sub-

category comfort (total) across all motoring reviews 
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Analysis of the data for the IP sub-category, safety (total), found the textual code, brakes, 

occurred in 33 percent of the reviewed articles, followed by safety technology at 22 percent. 

Lighting occurred in 16 percent of the reviewed articles, followed by visibility, at11 percent. 

The least commonly occurring textual codes were build quality, airbags, and drive assist 

technology, all occurring in fewer than 5 percent of the reviewed articles. 

 Figure 4.2 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP sub-

category safety (total) across all motoring reviews 
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Analysis of the data for the IP sub-category, economy/reliability (total), revealed the textual 

code, price/availability, occurred in 69 percent of the reviewed articles, followed by material 

quality/robustness (51 percent), fuel type/consumption (49 percent), and build 

quality/robustness (45 percent).  The nest most commonly occurring textual codes were 

economy technology (22 percent), and value/longevity (20 percent). The textual codes 

identified in the least number of reviewed articles were production methods, environmental 

benefits, tank volume, and reliability, all of which were identified in fewer than 5 percent of 

the motoring reviews.  

 

Figure 4.3 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP sub-

category economy/reliability (total) across all motoring reviews 
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Analysis of the data within the IP sub-category, practicality/functionality (total), revealed the 

textual code, functionality (46 percent), was the most prevalent. Storage space (29 percent) 

was the next most prevalent textual code, followed by practicality (24 percent), and usability 

(22 percent). The textual codes; doors (13 percent), size (7 percent), resolution (5 percent),and 

place of manufacture (4 percent), were identified in the least number of articles.  

  

Figure 4.4 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP sub-

category practicality/functionality (total) across all motoring reviews 
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The following textual codes were identified in over 60 percent of the motoring reviews: 

size/weight/height, engine benefits/detriments, suspension benefits/detriments, steering 

benefits/detriments, handling, and sensations. Of all the sub-categories, handling/performance 

(total) was covered the most thoroughly by the motoring reviews.   

 

 

Figure 4.5 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP sub-

category handling/performance (total) across all motoring reviews 
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The analysis of the frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP 

sub-category drive controls/technology (total) across all motoring reviews revealed the textual 

codes occurred with the highest frequency were engine output/type (95 percent), transmission 

type (76 percent), and extra technology (56 percent). Drive assist technology occurred in 24 

percent of the motoring reviews.  

 

Figure 4.6 – frequency of the occurrence of the textual codes occurring within the IP sub-

category drive controls/technology (total) across all motoring reviews 
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Analysis of the data for the number of times each IP category occurred across all family car 

articles revealed handling/performance (total) occurred an average of 7 times per article. 

Drive control/technology (total) was the next commonly occurring category at 5.3 times per 

article. The next most commonly occurring categories were; economy/reliability (total) at 3.9 

times, and practicality/functionality (total) at 3.1times per article. Comfort (total) was 

mentioned 2.9 times per article, with the least commonly occurring category being safety, at 

once per article. 

 

Figure 4.7 – intensity of the occurrence of the sub-categories within the main category IP 

across family car motoring reviews  
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Analysis of the data describing intensity of the occurrence of the sub-categories within the 

main category, IP, across prestige car motoring reviews, revealed that sub-category, 

handling/performance (total), occurred most commonly, at an average of 8.9 times per article. 

Drive control/technology was the next commonly occurring sub-category at 7.2 times per 

article. The next most commonly occurring sub-categories were; economy/reliability (total) at 

4.9 times, and comfort (total) at 3.5 times per article. Practicality/functionality (total) occurred 

an average of 1.4 times per article, with the least commonly occurring sub-category being 

safety, at 1.1 times per article. 

 

Figure 4.8 – intensity of the occurrence of the sub-categories within the main category IP 

across prestige car motoring reviews 
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Analysis of the data describing intensity of the occurrence of the sub-categories within the 

main category, IP, across sports car motoring reviews, revealed handling/performance (total) 

was identified at the highest intensity at an average of 7.8 times per article. Drive 

control/technology was the next commonly identified sub-category at 5.2 times per article. 

The next most commonly occurring sub-categories were; economy/reliability (total) at 3.5 

times, and comfort (total) at 3.1times per article. Practicality/functionality (total) was 

identified an average of 1.8 times per article, with the least commonly identified sub-category 

being safety, at 1.2 times per article. 

 

Figure 4.9 – intensity of the occurrence of the sub-categories within the main category IP 

across sports car motoring reviews 
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A straight comparison study between the data for family car reviews against the total data for 

all car reviews revealed that the code, price/availability occurred 17 percent more often in 

relation to family cars than across all car types. This finding is particularly interesting and will 

be discussed in detail in Chapter Five. 

 

Figure 4.10 – comparison of the frequency of the occurrence of the textual code 

price/availability; family car reviews vs. all motoring reviews 
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The textual code, fuel type/consumption, was identified in 80 percent of the motoring reviews 

of family cars. The textual code, fuel type/consumption, was identified in motoring reviews of 

prestige cars and sports cars at a frequency of 53 percent, and 25 percent respectively.  

 

Figure 4.11 – frequency of occurrence of the textual code fuel type/consumption; a 

comparison between family, prestige, and sports car reviews 
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Chapter Five – Discussion  

 

Don’t take away our critics; we filmmakers need them as a bridge. The critic is the link 

between us and the audience
139

 – Bernardo Bertolucci 

 

Overview 

In the course of this study it was revealed that IP and CM performed different functions 

within the motoring review texts. The nature of those functions and how they helped build an 

overall picture of the reviewed car is examined in the first section of this discussion chapter.  

 

The nature of the balance between IP and CM in the motoring reviews remained unclear 

following the analysis of the data comparing those two main categories. In order to clarify the 

relationship between the two main categories, balance within their constituent sub-categories 

was investigated; this investigation was important not only to answering the main research 

question, but also the sub-questions. The results of these investigations are examined 

throughout this discussion chapter.  

 

Contextualisation of the car’s use in the daily life of the consumer arms the consumer with the 

information needed to understand how well, or how poorly the car will fit into their lifestyle, 

and what lifestyle benefits may result.
140

 This phenomenon’s existence in the motoring 

reviews was investigated thoroughly and results of that investigation are examined next in this 

discussion chapter. 

 

Cultural commentary & situation of cars within the cultural-aesthetic framework is an 

important responsibility of the motoring reviewer.
141

 The discussion chapter next looks at the 

data uncovered from the study of the CM themes of aggression, prestige, brand history and 

brand confidence, and stereotyping, and how that data could affect the understanding of the 

motoring reviewer’s responsibilities. 

 

                                                

 

139 Blundell, G, “The David and Margret show”, The Weekend Australian – Review, October 15-16 2011, p. 34. 
140 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, p. 25. 
141 Carbaugh 
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The discussion then turns to the utilitarian aspects of the cars in motoring reviews, which 

were assessed by investigating the relationships between the sub-categories of IP, whose 

themes included comfort, safety, cost, economy, and the environment. 

 

To conclude this discussion chapter, the weaknesses in the methodologies employed in this 

study were examined, along with any possible effects on the results which may have been 

caused in part by those weaknesses. 

 

The functional difference between Information Provision and Cultural 

Mediation  

In the studied motoring reviews, the reporting of IP details was different to CM details, or at 

least the details themselves performed a different function within the text. IP details were 

built up by the reviewer to paint a picture of how the car and its constituent parts work. By 

covering the maximum number of details possible in motoring reviews, the reviewer can 

create a more complete view of how the car will affect the consumer and the physical world in 

which it is to be used. CM details found in the motoring reviews were put together in a way 

which placed the car in the more abstract world of cultural context, and construction of sense 

of self. In IP, all details were relevant for all car types but at different levels of relevance, and 

some IP details were positive, while some were negative. For example; build 

quality/robustness may have been reported only twice in a review for an off-road vehicle, but 

those details were very positive, i.e., ‘the strength of the chassis is exceptional’, with this 

information being necessary and relevant in order to hint at the functionality of the car as an 

off-road vehicle. However, a small sedan, designed for inner city use may have had build 

quality/robustness mentioned the same number of times, with those details reviewed as 

negative; i.e., ‘the strength of the chassis is quite poor’. This information is negative, and in 

regard to the functionality and intended use of the small sedan, only slightly relevant.  Not all 

CM details were relevant to all cars the way all IP details were, and some CM details could 

not, by their nature, have positive or negative values; e.g., aggression varied only in intensity 

– there was no good aggression or bad aggression, the same applied to desire. 
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Balance throughout the motoring reviews 

As discussed in the literature review, it is not constructive to view consumption as an act of 

either utility, or identity formation, but as a measured mixture of both.
142

 Comparing the 

percentages of articles (frequency) which mention CM with those which mention IP did not 

answer the question of whether there exists a balance between the two conceptions. In fact, 

after conducting the content analysis it was found that the important details relating to balance 

were to be uncovered by studying the constituent sub-categories of IP and CM. The data 

shown in figure 1.4 revealed all but two sub-categories were covered in more than 95 percent 

of motoring reviews. The two sub-categories which were not covered as thoroughly were 

safety (total), and practicality/functionality (total). Details from these two sub-categories were 

missing from around 30 percent of motoring reviews. The data revealed in figure 1.5 showed 

the number of times each sub-category was mentioned in each motoring review, and thus how 

strong a message was being delivered by the author of the motoring review. Cross referencing 

the two graphs uncovered some valuable information. For example, as stated previously; the 

four most commonly mentioned sub-categories: comfort (total), handling/performance (total), 

drive controls/technology (total), and economy/reliability total), were mentioned in upwards 

of 95 percent of all motoring reviews (see figure 1.4). However, looking at the data describing 

intensity (figure 1.5), the data revealed handling/performance was mentioned on twice as 

many occasions (approximately 8 times per review) as safety and economy/reliability. This 

data revealed that, even though these sub-categories were mentioned in the same number of 

motoring reviews, the intensity of the message was still very unbalanced.  

 

The frequency of the sub-categories safety, and practicality/functionality (total) varied from 

the frequency of the sub-category, handling/performance (total), by 30-40 percent; however, 

the data from the graph figure 1.4 showed a difference in intensity between the two of around 

80 percent. This gulf between the two sub-categories was an indicator that the communication 

of details involving handling/performance was deemed much more important by the motoring 

reviewer than issues of safety or economy/reliability.  In regard to the argument proposed in 

the literature review that the more functional side of design is sometimes ignored in favour of 

the more saleable styling side of design, analysis of the data from figures 1.6 and 1.7 revealed 

this to be the case. The sub-category aesthetics/styling (total) was mentioned 20 percent more 

often than the sub-category usability/practicality/functionality (total), showing that, in the 

                                                

 

142 Froud, Johal, Leaver & Williams, p. 126. 
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motoring reviews studied, the consumer was not receiving a balanced and practical view of 

the car.  

 

Comparing the spread of data across the graphs (see figures 1.2 and 1.3) of the frequency and 

intensity of each sub-category showed no clear or meaningful differences. It was found that it 

was not possible to provide a clear answer to the main research question without first 

reviewing and answering the sub-questions; the discussion of which will take place in the 

following section.  

 

Contextualisation  

The term functionality describes the mechanical tasks which the object performs, its 

functions, and how well, or poorly those tasks are performed by the object; e.g. steering, and 

how the steering guides the car in all situations. Practicality describes the suitability of those 

functions to the daily lives of the consumer; e.g. the steering wheel has a practical function, 

necessary to control the direction of the car. Usability describes how easily those functions 

are carried out by the consumer; e.g. how easily the steering is manipulated by the user and 

any idiosyncrasies which are involved in that manipulation; e.g. the surface of the steering 

wheel is too hot in direct sunlight to hold comfortably, the steering is very heavy and hard to 

turn for smaller users. 

 

Analysis of the data shown in figure 2.1 revealed that 40 percent of motoring reviews did not 

cover the sub-category, practicality/functionality (total). Looking deeper into data for the 

textual codes, it was found that details on storage space, practicality, and usability were 

missing from around 75 percent of motoring reviews. Details regarding the resolution of the 

car’s design were missing from 95 percent of motoring reviews, and as such have next to no 

perceived importance to the author/reviewer. The characteristics and social significance of the 

themes which exist within the sub-category practicality/functionality (total) as textual codes, 

were discussed at length in the literature review.  

 

The discussion within motoring reviews of functionality, practicality, and usability of the car, 

all contribute to creating a contextualised view of the product within the daily life of the 
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consumer. Each interaction with the car helps build a sense of reality for the consumer,
143

 and 

so it follows that reporting on these details in motoring reviews is an important aid to the 

consumer in this reality-building. Motoring reviews which did not communicate details to aid 

in the contextualisation of the use of the car in the consumer’s daily lives ran the risk of 

providing a distorted and incomplete view of the car to those consumers. Take the consumer 

who requires their car to move luggage; storage space is an important detail for them to be 

made aware of, whether there is a great deal of storage space or a shortage of storage space. 

Of the motoring reviews studied, 70 percent provided the consumer with no information on 

storage space (see figure 2.1). Not having information on hand which aids in the 

contextualisation of the car in the daily life of the consumer could hamper the consumer 

ability to make a decision that will benefit and suit their lifestyle, and thus could negatively 

affect their lives. From the motoring reviews studied, it was revealed that the consumer was 

not armed with the required information which contextualised the product in the user’s daily 

life. This lack of information may lead to the consumer to experience difficulties in making an 

informed and practical purchasing decision.  

 

Cultural commentary & the situation of cars within the cultural-aesthetic 

framework 

The discussion of aggression in motoring reviews performed two extremely different tasks. 

The first task performed was to frame aggressive behaviour on the road as harmless fun; 

where driving fast on public roads was not only a right given to those with a powerful car, but 

was also risk-free. Examples from the motoring review, ID # 32 (see appendix 3), of 

aggressive driving being portrayed as a right of the high-performance Holden Commodore 

owner, where the road rules and the police who enforced them were something to be viewed 

with disdain included; the driver being “wary of cops”, wanting to “get out of camera infested 

Melbourne”, and thankful that “we saw no highway patrolmen”. This use of language 

normalises high-risk behaviour to the consumer, putting them at a higher risk if they attempt 

the same behaviour and providing them with impractical information in relation to the car. 

The second task performed by the discussion of aggression, situated the car within a cultural 

frame which provided the consumer with a particular cultural profile/stereotype in which they 

would be included if they owned that high-powered Commodore. Knowing how these 

characteristics are connected to particular cars is an important way for the consumer to control 
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how they are seen by society and also, how they see themselves.
144

 Not having access to this 

information could provide the consumer with an impractical and incomplete picture of how 

the car will affect their lives. Knowing also that discussions of aggression performed two 

separate tasks made it much more problematic to apply either a positive or a negative 

interpretation to the data.  

 

To investigate this phenomenon further, all motoring reviews were split into three car-types; 

family cars, prestige cars, and sports cars. It was hypothesised that sports cars would mention 

aggression with the highest intensity, followed by prestige cars, and then family cars. The 

data describing the sub-category, aggression (total), was analysed and no clear meaning could 

be lifted from this data alone (see figure 3.1). However, in an attempt to uncover clear 

meaning from the data, the sub-category aggression (total), and its codes were studied 

separately in relation to the three car types. Across the sub-category, aggression (total), sports 

car reviews, themes of aggression occurred at a frequency 18 times higher than those 

identified in family car reviews (see figure 3.3). The spread of data across the three car types 

uncovered a pattern; that sports car reviews discussed aggression at a higher frequency (see 

figure 3.4) and intensity (see figure 3.3) than any other car type, and that family cars were 

identified in the least number of reviews in relation to aggression. The data revealed that the 

results corresponded with the hypothesis that the family car carries with it characteristics of 

reliability, practicality, and safety – not those of aggression. The data showed that in relation 

to aggression and the three car-types, the motoring reviews provided the consumer with a 

relatively balanced cultural commentary, helping them to choose a car which would suit their 

desired cultural profile, fitting within their own belief systems and epistemological constructs, 

and thereby aiding them in making an informed purchasing decision. 

 

The prestige attached to a certain car can affect how the consumer of that car is viewed by 

others and can also affect the consumer’s sense of self.
145

 Desire speaks of the emotional need 

felt by the consumer toward owning a particular car. Not having access to information 

regarding prestige and desire can provide the consumer with an incomplete picture of how 

owning a particular car may affect their lives, thereby compromising their purchasing 

decisions. To investigate this phenomenon further, motoring reviews were split into three car-
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types; family cars, prestige cars, and sports cars, and the data from the intensity of the sub-

category prestige/desire (total) was investigated. It was hypothesised that the data would 

reveal that prestige cars would discuss the sub-category, prestige/desire (total), with the 

highest intensity, followed by sports cars, and then family cars; and this was indeed the case 

(see figure 3.7). The sub-category, prestige/desire (total), was identified at twice the intensity 

in sports car reviews compared to family car reviews.  This situation spoke of two possible 

phenomena: one – the provision of the necessary cultural commentary in which the car is 

situated, by way of placing it within a cultural-aesthetic frame, into the reality of the 

consumer, allowing for better informed purchasing decisions; and two – a more cynical view 

that by lacing the prestige car articles, and to a lesser extent the sports car articles, with 

promises of prestige and desire, the motoring reviewer was acting as a marketing conduit for 

the car company and was therefore not providing the necessary balanced information to the 

consumer. The previously mentioned details; prestige and desire, are powerful persuasive 

tools, often used in advertising and marketing.
146

 As these tools were used excessively in the 

studied motoring reviews, it raises the interesting question of whether the reviewer is 

objectively reporting on the design details of the car, or providing information which simply 

amounts to advertising for a particular car company. However, discerning between these two 

possibilities is beyond the reach of this study project.  

 

The textual codes, brand history and brand confidence, exhibited similar cultural meanings to 

those of prestige in the context of this study and it was hypothesised that their data would 

reveal similar relationships. By discussing the textual codes, brand history and brand 

confidence, the motoring reviewer placed the reviewed vehicle firmly within a cultural 

context; i.e., the moral standing which the company (and by extension, the car) occupies 

within society. Levels of trustworthiness and confidence built up through shared experiences 

over a longer period of time can partially constitute how a motoring company is viewed by 

individuals, and society as a whole. The textual codes, brand history and brand confidence, 

were mentioned in 51 percent and 33 percent of all motoring reviews respectively (see figure 

3.5). No clear meaning could be gathered from this data. However, the study looked deeper at 

the three car-types and the data revealed that prestige car reviews discussed brand history on 

twice as many occasions as family and sports car reviews (see figure 3.6). These findings 

matched those of the sub-category, prestige/desire (total), and from these findings it was 
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assumed that the motoring reviews studied provided the requisite information from this sub-

category with which the consumer could make an informed and practical decision.   

 

Stereotyping is a tool with which a motoring reviewer can arrange certain sections of the 

public into manageable and distinct groups in order to discuss particular user behaviours, for 

good or bad depending on the motivation of the motoring reviewer. This tool was utilised by 

the motoring reviews studied to connect particular cars to certain social groups; for example, 

when reviewers talked about ‘lunch mums’ in the motoring review, ID# 36 (see appendix 3), 

it is possible, for argument’s sake, they described a section of society which was female, had 

children, and travelled frequently by car with those children. This type of consumer may also 

have particular needs. In terms of utility, those needs could include large passenger space, 

large luggage space, safety, good fuel economy, and reliability. Jeremy Clarkson, in motoring 

review, ID# 53 (see appendix 3), discusses ‘boy racers’ and the current cultural stereotypes 

attributed to them, and by doing so provides the consumer with details placing the car within 

the current cultural-aesthetic framework. If we assume the motoring reviewer’s motivations 

are purely to inform the consumer, stereotyping is a method of speaking directly to this 

section of society and providing them with the necessary information with which they can 

make informed and beneficial purchasing decisions. The percentage of reviews which discuss 

stereotyping is low, at just under 50 percent (see figure 3.8). This particular data is 

inconclusive in proving whether this marked absence of stereotyping will adversely affect the 

consumer’s ability to make an informed and practical purchasing decision. The sub-category, 

stereotyping/prejudice (total) was split into the three car-types to delve deeper into the data to 

uncover clearer meaning. 

 

The analysis of the sub-category, stereotyping/prejudice (total) in relation to the three car-

types revealed data which showed sports cars were twice as likely to be associated with 

masculine stereotyping as were family cars, or prestige cars (see figure 3.9). On its own this 

data had little meaning, as the average number of times masculine stereotyping was 

mentioned in the motoring reviews was low, occurring only once per motoring review. 

Viewed against the data shown in figure 3.10 though, a clearer picture emerged; feminine 

stereotyping was mentioned six times as often in relation to family cars as it was in relation to 

prestige cars and sports cars. The frequency of the message was still low, at an average of 0.6 

times per motoring review, but an interesting relationship was made apparent by the data; that 

the sports car was more commonly associated with masculine stereotyping, and the family car 
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was more commonly associated with feminine stereotyping. Sports cars and prestige cars 

were commonly associated with male consumers as shown by the overt masculinity in 

language observed in the sports car and prestige car motoring reviews. Family cars, however, 

were portrayed as more gender-neutral or feminine in motoring reviews. These results show 

that the motoring reviews provide a clear but weak message in regards to the necessary 

cultural commentary required by the consumer to make informed and practical decisions 

which will benefit their lives. A larger number of motoring reviews of each of the three car 

types may have increased the reliability and clarity of the results. It is proposed that with 

further research, the issue of the effectiveness of stereotyping in design literature can be better 

clarified. 

 

The assessment of the utilitarian aspects of cars in motoring reviews  

The IP textual code, contact points refers to the parts of the car which are subject to constant 

interaction with the user. Any deficiencies in coverage of the textual code, contact points, are 

magnified due to the high frequency of contact: during each trip, each contact point can be 

interacted with multiple times, even on short trips. Steering wheel shape, surface, amount of 

grip, heat transference on hot days, can all affect the levels of comfort of the driver in each 

and every instance of use. Understanding of this, on behalf of the reviewer, can aid the 

communication of these important design details to the consumer. This is particularly 

pertinent to this study, as the data showed that 75 percent of motoring reviews failed to 

discuss the IP textual code, contact points (see figure 4.1).  

 

In some cars, passenger space is limited, and in some cars the passenger space is substantial. 

The needs of the consumer for passenger space will vary, from large people to small people, 

from single men and women to larger families, and these needs must be met by the car they 

purchase. The data revealed 62 percent of all motoring reviews failed to discuss passenger 

space (see figure 4.1). If no mention is made of passenger space, then the consumer cannot 

make a properly informed decision. It is assumed from the results that 62 percent of the 

motoring reviews studied did not deliver the required information to the consumer in regard to 

passenger space.  

 

Approximately one third of the motoring articles failed to discuss the sub-category, safety 

(total) (see figure 4.2). This study looked deeper at the sub-category results, and those 

findings will be expanded on and discussed in the following argument. 
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Drive assist technology can make the act of driving safer, easier, and more enjoyable. Drive 

assist technology can also lead to the driver suffering from detachment and feelings of 

isolation from the outside world, and exhibiting an increasing reliance on the technology to 

perform more and more of the functions which are usually performed by the drivers 

themselves.
147

 The discussion of these details is an important responsibility of the motoring 

reviewer. In the motoring reviews studied, 75 percent failed to discuss drive assist technology 

(see figure 4.6). With drive assist technology playing an increasingly important role in the 

safety and the utility of the car,
148

 consumers may benefit from more motoring reviews 

discussing this technology than is currently the case.  

 

It is widely held that the brakes are one of the most important safety features on a car. 

Discussions on brakes were missing from 66 percent of the motoring reviews (see figure 4.2). 

The studied motoring reviews failed to provide practical information to the consumer in 66 

percent of the motoring reviews studied. Performance of brakes will vary from car to car in 

different conditions; in cold weather, in wet weather, on unsealed roads or poor quality roads, 

and descending long mountain passes where the brakes are engaged for extended periods. If 

the strengths and weaknesses of the brakes in a particular motoring review are not discussed, 

the consumer has not been fully armed with the necessary information with which to make a 

beneficial and practical purchasing decision to suit their needs and lifestyle.  

 

Details describing visibility out of the car to the surrounding environment were missing from 

89 percent of the motoring reviews (see figure 4.2). Visibility can be affected by many 

functions and structures of the car. For example: how well the de-mist function of the air-

conditioner clears fog from the inside of the window; how well the tinting on the window 

blocks out glare from the sun; and how wide the structural elements of the windows are and 

how much visibility they block out. A fully laden station wagon’s visibility out of the rear 

window can be limited, what contingency plans the car company has made for this scenario – 

fold-out mirrors and rear video cameras, for example – can make a difference in the safe 

functioning of the car, and thus, the safety of the consumer. These details will vary from car 

to car, and if the reviewer has not been diligent in their research and testing, the consumer 
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will not be provided with the required information which may help enable them to make a 

fully informed, practical decision.  

 

The information which was encompassed by the textual code, build quality/robustness, 

includes the ability of the chassis to absorb and withstand crashing. This information was 

missing from 55 percent of studied motoring reviews (see figure 4.3). Given the unattractive, 

and often disturbing and upsetting nature of discussions centred on car crashes, it is not 

surprising that a motoring review designed to pique the interest of the prospective consumer 

does not often enter into these types of discussions. If the main objective of the motoring 

review was to provide balanced information to the consumer, then it is important that it 

provide information which may save the consumer from the pain of physical injury and also 

the emotional pain
149

 of losing a car which they have become emotionally attached to. 

 

Details involving the textual code, price/availability, were missing from approximately one-

third of the motoring reviews studied, and in these cases the consumer was provided with no 

information on the cost of the car. No obvious meaning could be obtained from this data 

alone, and it was thought that looking at data from the three car-types separately may clarify 

any meaning in the data for the textual code, price/availability. The data from the three car-

types showed that the cost of the family cars was considerably lower than the cost of either 

the prestige cars or the sports cars featured in the motoring reviews, and that 86 percent of 

family car reviews mention price/availability; much higher than the average of 69 percent for 

all cars combined (see figure 4.10). With the cost and mobility benefits of the car outweighing 

any other purchasing concerns when it comes to lower socio-economic groups,
150

 and family 

cars being specifically designed for mobility and people-carrying purposes; of the three car 

types, family cars are more likely to be purchased by the lower socio-economic group.  The 

higher percentage of coverage in the family car reviews reflects the elevated importance of 

communication of cost to the consumers of the family cars. This finding proved important to 

attributing meaning to the other data set involving direct financial costs to the consumer; the 

textual code, fuel type/consumption. 
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The textual code, fuel type/consumption, was mentioned in approximately half of the studied 

motoring reviews (see figure 4.11). From analysis of the data regarding the textual code, 

price/availability, it was hypothesised that if the data for fuel type/consumption was broken 

down into the three car-types, family car motoring reviews would mention the textual code, 

fuel type/consumption, more than either prestige cars or sports cars. Analysis of this data 

revealed that 80 percent of family car motoring reviews mentioned fuel type/consumption, 

compared to 53 percent for prestige cars, and 25 percent for sports cars. It can be assumed 

from the findings from both of the textual codes, price/availability and fuel type/consumption, 

that the motoring reviews studied were providing practical information to particular consumer 

groups with which they could make an informed and practical purchasing decision to suit 

their needs.  

 

Discussion of the environmental benefits of owning a particular car, and the technologies 

which improve the economy of that car, can aid the consumer in making a practical 

purchasing decision which suits their lifestyle and moral standing on the treatment of the 

environment. As discussed in the literature review, the act of consumption includes more than 

simply the purchasing of the car; it includes all of the different forms of consumption 

occurring during the processes of design, manufacture, production, transport, marketing, and 

disposal of the car.
151

 If environmental issues are important to the consumer, then the 

consumer will desire information pertaining to the level of impact on the environment 

generated by the processes of manufacturing the car, along with the environmental impact of 

running the car on a daily basis. Of the motoring reviews studied; 96 percent failed to discuss 

the production methods employed in the manufacture of the car, 96 percent failed to discuss 

the environmental benefits of the car, and 78 percent failed to discuss the economy 

technology utilised by the car (see figure 4.3). This lack of information provided to the 

consumer by the motoring reviews may result in the consumer making uninformed and 

impractical purchasing decisions which do not suit their needs.  

 

Discussion of methodology 

The investigation of the three car-types uncovered information which could help to improve 

communication between reviewers and consumers, not just in motoring review literature, but 

across design advice literature as a whole. However, the number of family, prestige, and 
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sports cars in the sample may have been too few, which might have affected the reliability of 

the results. A second preliminary study to uncover whether saturation was present within the 

body of the motoring reviews of each of the 3 car-types would have strengthened the 

reliability of the coding, and thus, the results. 

 

In the process of coding, the researcher’s own biases and intimate knowledge of the topic may 

have affected the strength and accuracy of that coding. Due to unforeseen circumstances 

occurring during the research process, work on the coding ceased for approximately one 

month, which may have acted as a cooling off period, decreasing the familiarity the researcher 

had with the task and the content, and thus possibly decreasing the levels of bias. The strength 

of the data collection would be improved if a second coder, who was blind to the study 

purpose, was employed in the coding process.  
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Chapter 6 – Conclusions 

 

In a country as sprawling and decentralised as Australia, the car is not a luxury to most, but a 

necessity. Freund and Martin, speaking of a similar situation in the United States, state that 

hyperautomobility is forcing all people to acquire a car or face the possibility of having a 

decreased level of connection with society.
152

 Hyperautomobility is characterised by,  

 

“…a high level of individualised car use. This car use is both extensive (in that it 

spreads across urbanised sprawl) and intensive (in that vehicles are driven more miles 

with fewer occupants),”
153

 along with “the greatly increased use of larger vehicles.
154

 

 

 

This increasing need for the car, and the powerful effect that the motoring reviewer can have 

on the decision making process of the consumer, makes the delivery of balanced and practical 

information by motoring reviews tremendously important to the consumer’s quality of life. 

This study may help to galvanise further interest from researchers in the topic, and in the long 

term, improve the situation for the consumer. 

 

IP and CM perform separate and important functions in the motoring reviews studied, and 

that those functions will vary, dependant on what car type is reviewed. As the research 

process progressed, the study’s main purpose was modified from, investigating balance across 

IP and CM categories, to uncovering whether the consumers where being delivered details by 

the motoring reviews which would aid them in making practical purchasing decisions which 

would benefit their lives on a daily basis. Balance, or imbalance between IP and CM 

messages, it turned out, was not as important to this desired outcome as full coverage of IP 

messages and car-specific coverage of CM details. Thus, the original main research question 

of, what imbalance exists between the two theoretical conceptions; information provision and 

cultural mediation, in contemporary motoring reviews, evolved slowly throughout the 

research process to finally become the question of what imbalances and deficiencies exist 
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within each of the sub-categories which constitute IP, and are the CM messages suitable to the 

car type.  

 

Substantial deficiencies were uncovered in the provision of information in motoring reviews 

on themes of safety, environmental benefits of the car, fuel consumption, contextualisation of 

the car’s use in the daily life of the consumer, passenger space, luggage space, and reliability. 

These deficiencies may lead to consumers making uninformed and impractical purchasing 

decisions which may prove detrimental to their lives, on a daily basis. Further investigation 

into this topic may be necessary; specifically into the distinct lack of information regarding 

coverage within motoring reviews of details described within the sub-categories, safety, 

economy/reliability, and functionality/practicality/usability.  Current research into motoring 

and consumption leans toward the discussion of the motivations for purchase, rather than 

what role the product plays after purchase, and is therefore in the context of this study, 

incomplete.
155

 

 

Information regarding the cultural impact of owning a particular car is important to the 

consumer. Owning a particular car can help the consumer affect how they are viewed by 

others, and thus, how they view themselves. Being armed with this information regarding the 

situation of the car within the cultural-aesthetic framework can affect the purchasing decisions 

made by the consumer. In order to deliver balanced and practical information to the 

consumer, motoring reviewers should remain abreast of current cultural issues in order to be 

able to place the reviewed car accurately within the current cultural-aesthetic framework. 

 

Sub-questions 4 and 5 were found to be outside the scope of this study, and it is recommended 

that they be subject to further investigation using a detailed discourse analysis of a selection 

of motoring reviews. The related sub-questions are shown below: 

 

4) Are current cultural details used as reference points in the review in order to 

ground the review in current cultural context?  

5) What style is employed by the reviewer in order to deliver highly technical 

information about the car which is easily comprehensible by the average consumer? 
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Global climate change and the resultant health, social, economic, and environmental issues 

are becoming increasingly important to consumers.
156

 As discussed in Chapter Five, the 

motoring reviews which were studied exhibited noticeable deficiencies in these areas. The 

consumer may benefit from being provided with more information regarding the 

environmental impact of, not only the daily running of the car, but also the impact of the 

manufacturing processes involved in the production of the car along with the recyclability of 

its constituent materials at the end of its useful life. With this in mind, it follows that to 

produce balanced, informed, and educated reviews, motoring journalists require a 

fundamental understanding of the design methodology and design processes that are involved 

from the genesis of a design, to its end. Facilitating the delivery of motoring reviews which 

are more balanced, practical, and complete may be accomplished by furthering the education 

of motoring journalists in three key areas: remaining up to date on current social issues and 

cultural frameworks; remaining up to date on the current environmental impacts of 

manufacturing and running cars; and continued familiarisation with constantly changing 

design processes, all in order to deliver the most pertinent, beneficial, and practical 

information to the consumer in each motoring review.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Coding Schedule Notations – Information Provision 

Comfort 

Cabin noise – any reference to sounds created by the car (engine, exhaust, noise 

from tyres) which permeate the cabin environment and affect the occupants of the 

car 

Ride quality – any reference to ride quality or how comfortable the car is whilst in 

motion  

Passenger space – any reference to interior space specifically needed for the 

occupants of the car to fit comfortably 

Interior environment – any reference to the interior environment  

Contact points – any reference to steering wheel, seats, pedals of the reviewed car 

Comfort – any specific reference to comfort of occupants, any reference to interior 

detail/s of the car which could directly affect the comfort of the occupants, aside 

from contact points which will be dealt with separately 

Roof/convertible – reference to convertible roof and, if available, its affect on the 

occupants 

 

Handling/performance 

Drive type benefits/detriments – any reference to benefits/detriments of the 

particular drive type used by the reviewed car (four wheel drive, two wheel drive, 

front wheel drive, rear wheel drive) 

Transmission benefits/detriments – any reference to benefits/detriments of the 

particular transmission setup used by the reviewed car 

Size/weight/height – any reference to size, weight, height, length, width of the 

reviewed car; any reference to the aforementioned details’ affect on the practicality 

of the car will be recorded within the textual code, size, in the sub-category  – 

practicality (total) 

Engine benefits/detriments – any reference to benefits/detriments of the particular 

engine type (and its levels of power output) used by the reviewed car 

Suspension benefits/detriments – any reference to benefits/detriments of the 

particular suspension setup used by the reviewed car 
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Brakes benefits/detriments – any reference to benefits/detriments of the particular 

brake setup used by the reviewed car 

Steering benefits/detriments – any reference to benefits/detriments of the particular 

steering setup used by the reviewed car 

Handling – any reference to the handling of the reviewed car, excluding references 

to high performance 

Balance – any reference to the balance exhibited by the reviewed car when in 

motion  

Anti-roll cage – any reference to the existence of a roll-cage in the reviewed car 

Sensations – any physical feelings transmitted through the steering wheel to the 

driver while piloting the reviewed car 

Engine note – any reference to the sound/s made by the engine and/or the exhaust; 

excluding aggressive sounds 

Performance – any broad reference to performance levels of the reviewed car; 

excluding high-performance 

Aerodynamics – any reference to aerodynamics of the reviewed car 

 

Safety 

Brakes – any reference to the type of brakes used in the reviewed car 

Build quality – any reference to build quality of the reviewed car which directly 

affects the safety of the occupants 

Airbags – any reference to airbags installed in the reviewed car 

Drive assist – any reference to drive assist technology employed by the reviewed 

car which directly affects the safety of the occupants (e.g. auto-braking, collision 

detection) 

Safety technology – references to any other safety technology employed by the 

reviewed car 

Visibility – any reference to visibility (quality/amount) experienced by the driver 

when piloting the reviewed car  

Lighting – any reference to any lighting system (headlights, taillights, interior 

lights, dash lights) employed by the reviewed car 

 

Drive controls/technology 
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Extra technology – any reference to entertainment/communication technology 

used in the reviewed car (e.g. stereo, Bluetooth) 

Transmission type – any reference to the specific transmission type used by the 

reviewed car 

Drive type – any reference to the drive type of the reviewed car (4 wheel drive, 2-

wheel drive, front wheel drive, rear wheel drive) 

Engine output/type – any reference to the specific engine output and/or  type used 

in the reviewed car 

Exhaust type – any reference to the specific exhaust type used in the reviewed car 

Differential type – any reference to the specific differential type used in the 

reviewed car 

Other drive assist technology – any reference to drive assist technology not 

directly related to the safety of the occupants of the reviewed car (e.g. cruise 

control) 

Suspension type – any reference to the specific suspension type used in the 

reviewed car 

Steering type – any reference to the specific steering type used in the reviewed car 

Wheels – any reference to the type of wheels fitted to the reviewed car 

Tyres – any reference to the type of tyres fitted to the reviewed car 

 

Economy/reliability 

Fuel type/consumption – any reference to the fuel type or the levels of fuel 

consumption of the reviewed car 

Tank volume – any reference to the tank volume of the reviewed car 

Price/availability – any reference to the price/s or the availability of the reviewed 

car 

Material quality/robustness – any reference to the type and quality of materials 

used in the manufacture of the reviewed car (interior, exterior, body materials) and 

how robust those materials are under wear 

Build quality/ robustness – any reference to the quality of the manufacturing of all 

parts of the reviewed car (interior, exterior, body materials) and how robust those 

parts are under wear 

Value/longevity – any reference to the value of the reviewed car and/or how long 

the reviewed car is expected to remain functional 
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Reliability – any reference to how reliable the reviewed car is when in use 

Upgrade – any reference to available upgrades/extras to the reviewed car  

Environmental benefits – any reference to the environmental benefits in choosing 

to purchase the reviewed car 

Economy technology – any reference to technology used in the reviewed car which 

positively affects its economy of use (e.g. stop-start idle) 

Production methods – any reference to the methods employed in manufacturing 

the reviewed car 

 

Practicality/functionality 

Functionality – any reference to the particular features of the reviewed car and 

whether those features actually perform their required tasks, or functions (e.g. does 

the off-road car perform adequately off-road)  

Size – any reference to the effects of the size (length, width, height) or weight of 

the reviewed car on its functionality and/or practicality (e.g. is the car too heavy to 

be adequately serviced by its engine) 

Storage space – any reference to storage space within the reviewed car 

Practicality – any reference to whether particular functions of the reviewed car are 

useful or helpful to the user/s  

Usability – any reference to how easily the particular functions of the reviewed car 

are manipulated by the user 

Resolution – any direct mention of the resolution (completeness) of the design of 

particular features of the reviewed car (the resolution of its design will directly 

affect the functionality, practicality and usability of the reviewed car) 

Locally made – any reference to the location of the site of manufacture of the 

reviewed car and/or its constituent parts 

Doors – any reference to the number of doors on the reviewed car 
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Coding Schedule Notations – Cultural Mediation 

 

Aggression 

Aggressive exhaust and engine sounds – any reference to aggression in relation to 

the sounds made by the reviewed car (e.g. “the sound attacks 

you”…“deafening”…“a barely controlled bomb”
157

) 

Aggressive styling – any reference to styling which is described using aggressive 

or violent imagery 

Aggressive driving – any reference to driving style which is described using 

aggressive or violent imagery 

 

Aesthetics/styling  

Aesthetics/styling – any reference to the appearance of the reviewed car  

 

Prestige/desire 

Exotic materials – any reference to exotic materials used in the manufacture of the 

reviewed car (e.g. carbon fibre, ceramics) 

Exotic locations – any reference to exotic locations in which the reviewed car has 

been driven by the author of the review 

 

Extravagant comfort/ extravagant interior environment 

Luxury/prestige/desire – any reference to the elevated social status enjoyed by 

owners of the reviewed car; any reference to desire to own the reviewed car;   

Target market – any reference to a particular target market at which the reviewed 

car is aimed 

Marketing pressure to acquire goods – any reference to the reviewer mentioning a 

need to acquire the reviewed car 

Brand confidence – any reference to the popularity, and the trust of the public, 

enjoyed by the manufacturing company of the reviewed car  

Brand history – any reference to the history of the manufacturing company of the 

reviewed car 

 

                                                

 

157 November, 2011, Bill Thomas, Wheels Magazine, SL AMG Mercedes Benz Roadster, paragraph 1 
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Stereotyping/prejudice 

Intellectual stereotyping – any reference to scientists, engineers, ‘nerds’; “we need 

them in order to successfully make cars but we don’t want to be like them” 

Bravado – any reference that makes it apparent that the author of the review seems 

to have no fear of danger, but is however, aware of the consequences 

Masculine stereotyping – Masculine stereotyping – any reference to men as 

providers, tough guys, fearless, strictly heterosexual, homophobic, carefree,   

Feminine stereotyping – any reference to women as weak, unskilled with 

technology, primary carers, nagging, safety conscious, impatient and/or any 

objectification thereof 

Social/cultural/age stereotyping – any reference to social, cultural, and age groups 

which are perpetuating a stereotype, e.g. social – ‘boy racers’, ‘hoons’; cultural – 

ethnic stereotyping; age – all old people drive slowly 

Environmental stereotyping – any reference to supporters of environmental causes, 

and also those causes, being subjected to ridicule within reviews 

 

Emotions/feelings 

How aggressive driving makes you feel – any reference to how aggressive driving 

makes the driver feel 

How the high power makes you feel – any reference to how the high-powered 

nature of the reviewed car makes the driver feel 

How the speed makes you feel – any reference to how speed makes the driver of 

the reviewed car feel 

How the high performance makes you feel – any reference to how high levels of 

performance of the reviewed car make the driver feel 

How the styling makes you feel – any reference to how the styling of the reviewed 

car makes the driver feel  

Driving and emotions – any broad reference to driving and emotions, not 

necessarily in relation to the reviewed car 

How the car makes you feel – any broad reference to how the reviewed car makes 

the driver feel  

How the engine/exhaust sounds make you feel – any reference to how 

engine/exhaust sounds make the driver of the reviewed car feel  

Feelings – any references to ‘feelings’ and the reviewed car 
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Emotions – any references to ‘emotions’ and the reviewed car 

Presence – any references to the presence, charisma, or aura of the reviewed car 

Likeability – any references to the likeability of the reviewed car 

 

High-performance  

Engine size/type – any reference to engine size, capacity, type, or any other 

technical details describing the function of the engine 

High-performance, power – any reference to power levels above the levels 

required for everyday use of the reviewed car (assuming the car is not a racing car) 

High-performance, speed – any reference to speed levels above the levels required 

for everyday use of the reviewed car (assuming the car is not a racing car) 

High-performance, shifting – any reference to gear shifting which mentions speed 

of shifting, or time taken for gear shifts to occur 

High-performance, handling – any reference to levels of handling above the levels 

required for everyday use of the reviewed car 

High-performance, braking – any reference to braking characteristics which are 

above the levels required for everyday use  

High-performance – any broad references to high-performance in relation to the 

reviewed car 

0-100 km/h – any reference to time taken for the reviewed car to increase its speed 

from 0 km/h, to 100km/ 
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Appendix 2 – Motoring reviews  

 

ID # 

ID 
NAME OF 

PAPER 

DATE 

PRINTED 
AUTHOR CAR MODEL CAR TYPE 

1 Wheels Magazine November 2011 John Carey BMW M5 Prestige 

2 Motor Magazine July 2011 Michael Taylor Lamborghini 

Aventador 

Sports 

3 Wheels Magazine November 2011 Glenn Butler Mercedes Benz 

Ml250cdi 

Family 

4 Motor Magazine December 2011 Nathan Ponchard Mazda 3 SP20 Family 

5 Motor Magazine January 2012 Andrew Maclean Range Rover 

Evoque 

Family 

6 Motor Magazine January 2012 James Cleary Toyota Camry Family 

7 Motor Magazine January 2012 Dave Morely Lexus gs 450h Prestige 

8 Wheels Magazine October 2011 Daniel De 

Gasperi 

Range Rover 

Evoque 

Family 

9 Motor Magazine July 2011 Georg Kacher Volkswagen Golf 

Cabriolet 

Sports 

10 Wheels Magazine January 2012 Peter Robinson BMW 328i Prestige 

11 Motor Magazine December 2011 Unknown BMW f10 m5 Prestige 

12 Motor Magazine January 2012 Andrew Maclean Porsche 911 Sports 

13 Motor Magazine March 2011 Michael Taylor Audi RS3 Sports 

14 Motor Magazine March 2011 David Morely Walkinshaw mk2 

Holden 

Commodore 

Sports 

15 Motor Magazine March 2011 Michael Taylor Mercedes Benz 

CLS63 AMG PP 

Prestige 

16 Wheels Magazine November 2011 Steve Cropley Volkswagen Up Family 

17 Wheels Magazine October 2011 Jesse Taylor Porsche 991 Sports 

18 Motor Magazine May 2011 Andrew Maclean Porsche Cayman Sports 
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ID # 

ID 
NAME OF 

PAPER 

DATE 

PRINTED 
AUTHOR CAR MODEL CAR TYPE 

19 Motor Magazine May 2011 Shaun Cleary Ford Territory Family 

20 Motor Magazine May 2011 Michael Taylor Maserati MC 

Stradale 

Sports 

21 Wheels Magazine November 2011 Bill Thomas SLS AMG 

Mercedes 

Roadster 

Sports 

22 Wheels Magazine January 2012 Michael Stahl Bentley GTC Prestige 

23 Wheels Magazine October 2011 John Carey BMW 640i 

coupe 

Prestige 

24 Wheels Magazine October 2011 Bill Thomas Toyota Camry Family 

25 Wheels Magazine November 2011 Peter Robinson Volkswagen 

Scirocco-r 

Sports 

26 Wheels Magazine November 2011 Glenn Butler Ford Mustang 

GT 

Sports 

27 Motor Magazine December 2011 Unknown Jaguar XF 2.2d Sports 

28 Motor Magazine December 2011 Andrew Maclean Lexus LFA Sports 

29 Motor Magazine December 2011 Unknown Commodore SS 

Group A 

Sports 

30 Motor Magazine December 2011 Nathan Ponchard BMW 118i Prestige 

31 Wheels Magazine January 2012 James Cleary Mazda BT-50 Work 

32 Wheels Magazine October 2011 Bill Thomas Commodore 

HSV Clubsport 

Sports 

33 Motor Magazine July 2011 Andrew Maclean Bentley 

Continental GT 

Prestige 

34 Weekend 

Australian "Luxury 

With Lots Of 

Punch" 

January 21 2012 Philip King Mercedes Benz 

ML63 AMG 

Prestige 
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ID # 

ID 
NAME OF 

PAPER 

DATE 

PRINTED 
AUTHOR CAR MODEL CAR TYPE 

35 Weekend 

Australian 

January 21 2012 Jeremy Clarkson Audi R8 GT Sports 

36 Weekend 

Australian 

November 19 

2011 

Philip King Range Rover 

Evoque 

Family 

37 Weekend 

Australian 

December 10 

2011 

Philip King Mercedes Benz 

C63 AMG 

Coupe 

Sports 

38 Weekend 

Australian 

December 10 

2011 

Jeremy Clarkson Jeep Grand 

Cherokee 3.0 

CRD Overland 

Family 

39 Weekend 

Australian 

December 17 Philip King BMW 650i 

Coupe 

Prestige 

40 Weekend 

Australian 

December 17 

2011 

Jeremy Clarkson Mercedes Benz 

C63 AMG 

Coupe 

Sports 

41 Weekend 

Australian 

November 12 

2011 

Jeremy Clarkson Morgan Three 

wheeler 

Sports 

42 Weekend 

Australian 

October 29 2011 Pat Dereraux Hennessey 

Venom 

Sports 

43 Weekend 

Australian 

October 29 2011 Dan Neil Bentley 

Mulsanne 

Prestige 

44 Weekend 

Australian 

January 28 2012 Jeremy Clarkson Hyundai i40 1.7 

CRDi 

Family 

45 Weekend 

Australian 

June 25 2011 Jeremy Clarkson Bmw 640i Prestige 

46 Weekend 

Australian 

June 18 2011 Philip King Volvo v60 Family 

47 Weekend 

Australian 

June 18 2011 Jeremy Clarkson Mercedes Benz 

CLS63 AMG 

Prestige 
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ID # 

ID 
NAME OF 

PAPER 

DATE 

PRINTED 
AUTHOR CAR MODEL CAR TYPE 

48 Weekend 

Australian 

June 18 2011 James Stanford Jaguar XKR-S Sports 

49 Weekend 

Australian 

January 14 2012 Jeremy Clarkson Chevrolet 

Orlando 1.8 LTZ 

Family 

50 Weekend 

Australian 

July 9 2011 Philip King Rolls-Royce 

Ghost 

Prestige 

51 Weekend 

Australian 

July 9 2011 Jeremy Clarkson Renault Wind Sports 

52 Weekend 

Australian 

July 16 2011 Jeremy Clarkson Ferrari FF Sports 

53 Weekend 

Australian 

May 28 2011 Jeremy Clarkson Skoda Fabia 

VRS 

Sports 

54 Weekend 

Australian 

October 22 2011 Dan Neil Range Rover 

Evoque 

Family 

55 Wheels Magazine September 2011 Peter Robinson Volkswagen 

New Beetle 

Family 
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Appendix 3 – Cited motoring reviews 
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