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1. Introduction 

Once online, browsing through various websites – no matter the country or language 

– Cookie screens are sure to block one’s way at one point or another. They have 

become an unavoidable and constant presence on most online platforms, where they 

need to be clicked away, agreed or disagreed to. User-knowledge on the use of these 

biscuit-related trackers varies vastly from perceptions of disturbance and annoyance 

to serious privacy and safety concerns (Kulyk et al., 2018). In essence, Cookie 

Abstract 

Cookie screens and notices are an internet user’s unavoidable companion. They 

pop up on a regular basis in many different forms, influencing interaction through 

many intricate technological aspects. But how do we as users know how to 

interact with them? Our digital ethnographic approach, using observation-based 

analysis when having users interact with digital technology, sheds light on the 

designer-user dynamics when digital literacies are influenced by a foreign 

language by applying a semiotic lens to Cookie pop-up window interactions. 

Additionally, we frame our results in a model of power dynamics of semiotic 

resources in semiotic software based on the four premises of sign making based on 

Djonov and Van Leeuwen (2018). Our participants showed many different 

approaches to the foreign language Cookie window by employing different 

degrees of digital literacies based on prior experiences and current obstacles. This 

revealed a power dynamic of Cookie screen designers, influenced by multiple 

semiotic factors, namely regularities, conventions, configurations and effort. 
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disclaimer pop-up windows, full screens or small notices (Figure 1), collect user data 

upon entering and continuing to browse a website. They are either “session-

Cookies”, which track interactions during website usage and are deleted afterwards, 

or “persistent Cookies”, which are only deleted once the users do so themselves 

(Kulyk et al., 2018). 

Figure 1 

Cookie screens from various websites 

 

This led us to the question of how and why users interact with Cookie screens when 

they have to rely on purely semiotic knowledge, as in reality, many internet users 

browse the web visiting other countries’ websites using different languages. Their 

knowledge of the websites’ tracking methods is not immediately clear to the 

audience when engaging with a foreign language. Therefore the audience has to rely 

on semiotic resources which in new technologies are constantly reshaped  (Hasyim & 

Arafah, 2023). While studies on perception of Cookie windows do already exist, an 
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ethnographic approach that reveals the fine distinctions and reasons behind user 

behaviour has been missing (e.g. Kulyk et al., 2018; Ha et al. 2006). Through this 

digital ethnographic approach, this study investigates the user negotiations and 

dynamics that drive participants to consent or disagree with a Cookie pop-up 

window in the interaction itself. Additionally, it reveals how digital literacies , the 

knowledge users have on using digital tools, and prior encounters with digital media 

and platforms are utilised and being influenced by a foreign language. Ultimately, 

this small-scale study pays further attention to how semiotics and multimodality 

play into user behaviours regarding Cookie screens. 

 

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1 Semiotic literacy 

Though not always aware of it, everyone is a semiotician by nature (Gaines, 2008). 

The theory assumes the innate capacity to process and interpret the meanings of 

signs that motivate everyday living practices. Being raised under similar semiotic 

standards, we for example all understand to raise our hands in class as a sign of us 

wanting to contribute or, of course, a pop-up window on a website as a disclaimer, 

signalling the user to interact with it. These practices become part of a shared cultural 

reality. Furthermore, the basics of semiotics, originally developed by Peirce in the 

nineteenth century, are found in a triadic relationship among sign, object, and 

interpretant (Crawford & Hade, 2000; O’Neill, 2005). Herein one should know how 

reading the sign and object appears to an individual and that this interpretation 

depends upon the reader’s equipped social codes (O’Neill, 2005). Ergo, semiotics is a 

social practice. A recent study by Bezemer and Cowan (2022) explains human agency 

to be the foundation of meaning making and social semiotics. Based on these 

complexities of human interaction, the authors discussed four premises of sign 

making we all engage in for meaning making.  

 Premise 1: sign makers draw on regularities and conventions developed from 

social histories. Certain practices quickly become associated with particular 

meanings in a social group. Each mode used in a multimodal text, such as images or 

writing, carries a particular degree of functional load in which a reader interprets the 

meaning of such a text (Jewitt & Henriksen, 2016). Thus, sign makers use literacies 

reliant on technology and practices where some forms of knowledge are privileged 

over other forms (Maynard & Scholz, 2021). Being digitally literate is here 

consequently determined by the frequency of use of online media, forming certain 



RU:ts 5 
 

19 
 

standards of use based on the users’ developed knowledge over time. Developers 

making Cookie Screens assume a certain level of digital literacies from their users in 

navigating the window successfully and moving on to the main website.  

 Premise 2: sign makers build and recognize configurations of and relations 

between different forms. Readers make connections between arranged graphic 

elements and their relation to something else (Bezemer & Cowan, 2022). O’Neill 

(2005) says compositional techniques using visual semiotics – like element size, 

shape, and position – are crucial to understand the appropriateness for displaying 

screen-based information. Based on these semiotic elements, contemporary media 

have us mainly interact with icons, indexes and symbols (O’Neill, 2005).  

 Premise 3: sign making is always particular to a sign maker and a situation. 

Thus, a reader’s meaning making is never entirely predictable (Bezemer & Cowan, 

2022). Readers encounter a variety of visual signs to which they assign meaning 

based on their own experiences, perspectives, and the particular context (Crawford & 

Hade, 2000). A designer may develop a webpage with in its mind a view of how the 

user is going to interact with that webpage (by using indexes and search functions 

for instance), but users might not live up to that expectation (they could 

unpredictably just scroll through the page). Furthermore, the reader’s ability to read 

structural elements in relation to particular social codes, allows interaction in 

different ways (O’Neill, 2005). A Cookie window can thus be designed to be 

informative and provide agency to the user to determine their agreement in 

negotiation with their desires for privacy while the user in actuality might encounter 

the window as an obstacle or a nuisance to their initial goal of visiting a website.  

 Premise 4: the semiotic effort sign makers put into interpretation and 

expression varies. This means some signifiers, like used colours, shapes and sizes of 

elements, are given more attention than others (Bezemer & Cowan, 2022). In this 

way, designers produce webpages with the means that are at their disposal. If they 

have a lot of time and resources, then they can put more effort into developing tools 

that can in this case ask for consent to track data. In other words, the more effort a 

designer can put into a web page, the fancier it can be. Nevertheless, Gaines (2008) 

stated that media producers have the power to construct messages, yet audiences can 

negotiate their meanings. This means that the designer of the web page might find 

their product easy to navigate and functional with the accept-button of the cookie 

screen colourfully popping up, while the users might feel that they are forced to click 

the button. 
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2.2 Shaping media usage 

Readers classify meaning on what they believe is the effect or consequence of the 

meaning. Therefore, one could see a sign classified as good/bad, 

important/unimportant, appealing/appalling through semiotic resources as the way 

we organise and make meaning of the signs around us. These can become 

naturalised over time through the designers’ ideological underpinnings (Aiello, 2020) 

becoming adapted into users’ digital literacies. That is why Gaines (2008, p. 246) 

stated: ‘In media literacy it is especially important to distinguish between the 

meaning intended by the messenger, the denotative meaning of an object, and the 

perceptual judgement of the reader.’ 

 Semiotic software (new media) are products designed and updated by 

software developers. Figure 2 is a specified model based on the elaborate model of 

Djonov and Van Leeuwen (2018). The authors stated that developers define the 

semiotic potential of software tools. This means that software design has a certain 

power dynamic which funnels to software use. They also argue that these designs are 

not made to serve the needs and interests of their users, but of the global 

corporations that own them. Users can however give feedback through several 

modes of use. This creates a power dynamic between the designer and the user. 

When we try to understand this dynamic with the four premises about sign making 

by Bezemer and Cowan (2022), we can hypothesise full arrows where the power of 

deploying semiotic resources is stronger, and dashed arrows where the power of 

such resources is weaker. Note the directionality of the arrows. P1 (regularities and 

conventions), P2 (configurations and relations), and P4 (designer effort), point from 

the software designer to the software user, meaning that mainly the designer is in 

power in developing semiotic software. Only for P3 (particularity) the arrow shows a 

weak link from the user to the designer. This is because the user has the power to use 

the web page in an unpredictable way.  
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Figure 2 

Power dynamics of semiotic resources in semiotic software 

 

O’Neill (2005) provided suggestions for future research, as it was still unclear which 

power dynamics were responsible for what in the designer/user relationship. We 

therefore pose the following research question in an effort to come closer to bridging 

this gap: ‘How do the deployed semiotic resources based on the four premises of sign 

making affect the relationship between software designer and user?’ A foreign 

language context is applied to additionally test users’ digital literacy skills in an 

online environment that seemed familiar but was similarly abstract due to this 

communicative barrier. This was added to challenge participants to rely mostly on 

the semiotic signs the website was giving them, rather than just the single mode of 

text displayed, testing their overall digital literacies more generally. 

 

3. Methods and methodology 

In this paper semiotics and user experience are closely entwined. Therefore, the 

ethnographic perspective is used to gain insights on language and society (Dong & 

Blommaert, 2010). Ethnography is a great tool for researchers to start from a trivial 

object or event in time and space to contextualise it into broader structures, 

phenomena or processes, because uniquely situated events are the crystallisation of 

various layers of context (Dong & Blommaert, 2010). Ethnography is also a user-

centric approach in design thinking processes (Ebrey & Garabuau-Moussaoui, 2016). 

 Furthermore, Ball and Ormerford (2000) have combined the ethnographic 

approach with traditional cognitivist techniques to gain deeper insights on important 

aspects of human activity we tend to miss (including behaviours that arise at the 

social interface). Their conception of cognitive ethnography is especially useful for 

this data collection procedure, as it can rely on small-scale data collection in a 

situated activity. Secondly, the approach is purposive, as it focuses on issues that are 

informed by some intention to understand a specific interaction in social practice. 

Third, due to the multiplicity of factors of cognitive ethnography, methodological 
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triangulation can be reached more easily. Finally, Ayala and Koch (2019) argue that 

many of the conventional techniques of ethnography can be enriched with more 

creative techniques (such as visual discourse). 

 

3.1 Procedure 

Four participants were selected from the first year Research Master in Linguistics and 

Communications Sciences at Tilburg University. We could thus assume a high digital 

literacy and similar educational level. Every participant (referred to as A, B, C and D) 

followed the same procedure that ultimately led them to an interaction with a Cookie 

notice (Figure 3). 

Figure 3 

C first encountering the Cookie notice on www.uef.fi 

 

Firstly, there was a short language exposure test to investigate that our participants 

had no prior knowledge of Finnish. The participant was shown a card containing a 

Finnish sentence (Figure 4), after which we asked them to name the language 

displayed and if the sentence was understood. If the participant was able to 

understand the sentence, the follow-up task was aborted, and another participant 

was contacted. 

  

http://www.uef.fi/
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Figure 4 

Finnish language testing sheet shown to participants 

 

Secondly, the participant was assigned a short task (approximately 1 minute). Each 

participant had to go to the Finnish website of the Northern University of Finland 

and find the location of the two campuses. We provided the link (Appendix A) and 

each participant accessed it using their own device to ensure they would be 

interacting in their usual digital environment the way they would on their own 

accord. This way each participant ended up with the same Cookie screen and their 

personal attachment to the device. From that point on, we let them interact with the 

website the way they wanted in order to gain insight in their natural behaviour. With 

participant permission, we observed the task by filming and audio recording their 

interaction while taking notes.  

 Thirdly, straight after the task, three interview questions, namely their 

experienced and usually felt interaction with Cookies, questions about how they 

could understand the Cookie screen as such and their previous digital experiences 

leading them to know what this screen was (Appendix A) were asked. These were 

formulated on the knowledge of the theoretical framework. The interview was audio 

recorded with participant permission. Appendix B provides an in-depth transcript of 

all participants’ reactions. 

 

3.2 Analysis 

Both the interviews and the Cookie screen were analysed. Because the Cookie screen 

was completely written in a language the participant did not comprehend, they 

could only rely on other modes of communication to create meaning and go into 

interaction. To interpret this, we used a social semiotics approach to understand 

social functions and complexity between people’s agency and used technologies 

(Aiello, 2020; Jewitt & Henriksen, 2016). This meant identifying the specific signs our 

participants followed in their interactions with the Cookie screen such as the text, the 

way it was formatted and structured, as well as other signifiers such as colour or size 
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and position of text boxes. A discourse analytical approach was chosen for the 

interviews to study the meaning making in the context of society, culture and history 

(Gee & Handford, 2012). We specifically aim for narrative analysis, as storytelling is 

integral to the way we structure, account for and display our understanding of our 

human condition and experience (Thornborrow, 2012). These narratives were 

transcribed using the verbatim method with extra context put into square brackets 

(Rowlands, 2021). 

Figure 5 

Website of the University of Eastern Finland, October 2024 

 

The participants entered the website using Chrome or Firefox. The Cookie screen, 

shown in Figure 5, appeared in slight variations according to the standard language 

of their browser. The frame consists of three layers: the main website in a darkened 

hue mostly covered by a big, centred Cookie screen with a small, overlapping 

translation box in the top right. Without deploying much literacy, this digital 

environment nudges users towards specific action, visually prioritising certain 

windows. These semiotic features are made even clearer through different colours. A 

green-blue button on the black and white window marks the bottom-up knowledge 

ordering described by Gaines (2008) in making the goal of this screen – accepting 

Cookie trackers – as accessible and visible as possible. The translation feature, 

however, is built in the browser which detects foreign languages based on the users’ 

standard language(s). 
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4. Results 

Half of our participants accepted the Cookie trackers. Initially, there were high stakes 

for participants wanting to keep their traces hidden and who see online privacy as a 

core value. 

“I never accept Cookies because they track me and I get personalised 

advertisements.”  (C, 2:19- 2:31) 

“If you press ‘accept all Cookies’, I don’t know what happens. I just don’t 

know what the Cookies mean that are on my laptop, I don’t wanna know. 

I just wanna go to the site [...].”  (B, 6:20-6:28) 

“Well usually I decline [...]” (A, 1:39) 

Only one of our participants indicated that accepting Cookie trackers depended on 

the type of website being visited, pointing to the specific website we offered as a 

more trustful source. 

“It depends. This is a university so this is, how do you say, more reliable.” 

(D, 1:34) 

“Universities, I guess they don’t want to mislead you. It’s a university.” 

(D, 3:34) 

Therefore, it matters what is being tracked and why, yet also who is asking to track 

can matter to the user. Similar to Kulyk and colleagues (2018), the “trustworthiness 

of a website” plays into user behaviour - also when the language that requests user 

information is a foreign one.  

 Furthermore, the foreign language variable plays a big role in users 

negotiating/accepting the Cookie notice. We observed different user behaviours 

driven by their own digital literacies and following actions that either made them 

click the green-blue “accept” button or circumvent it.  

 C managed to decline the Cookie request in Finnish by clicking the middle of 

the grey buttons, justifying the action through the semiotics of the web page design. 

 

“It’s mostly ‘I accept’ which is a different colour than ‘I refuse’, which is 

the same colour as ‘more information’ or ‘I want to change my settings’ or 

whatever. And those two are always in the same colours.”  (C, 2:56-3:12) 
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Being a web designer, with experience in creating Cookie windows, C is highly 

aware of the theoretical workings of such windows in practice. Recently C had given 

a session about the dangers of accepting Cookies. Therefore, the reaction was based 

on what they referred to as a “validated guess” or “I felt comfortable to do so, even 

though I didn’t know what it said”. This subconscious process and interaction with 

the website shows that the platform environment, cognition and history affect digital 

literacies in new interactions.  

 In opposition, B first used the translation tool at the top right of the website to 

convert the website language from Finnish to English before interacting with the 

Cookie window further, declining. B felt the need to more actively and consciously 

employ their digital literacies to be certain that their actions matched their privacy 

values. B reports that, if not being able to do so, previous knowledge of the screen 

layout would be drawn upon leading to accepting the Cookies. 

“I only press accept when there is no other option and in this case the 

language barrier is ‘no other option’.” (B, 7:04-7:09) 

A and D both explain accepting Cookies for similar reasons. A saw the language as 

the most prevalent obstacle, elaborating that even though they would have preferred 

to decline the trackers, they accepted because they found it too “hard to 

comprehend”. This was mostly because they valued efficiency of visiting the website 

and completing the task as a higher priority. Thus, neglecting their privacy values, 

they still successfully implemented their digital literacies by quickly recognising and 

clicking away the Cookie window, leading to the fastest completion of the task. D’s 

experience differs in not even consciously noticing the Cookie screen. Instead, D 

clicked the “accept” button out of habit, informed by previous digital literacies – 

knowing about the different Cookie screen phenomena, recognising the coloured 

button as the fastest way to close the window, and adapting this pattern to this 

foreign language case.  

 A has completed a bachelor’s degree in digital media, which reportedly 

heightened their awareness of privacy implications of Cookies. Yet in this case, A 

accepted the data tracking due to the language barrier, thus trading background 

knowledge for efficiency. 

“You kind of learn more about what it entails more and so especially 

recently I go through the tedious task of unclicking all of the “not allowed” 

and declining Cookies but here I just, I’m not dealing with the different 

language and doing that.” (A, 4:13-5:01) 
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5. Discussion and Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to see how users made sense of the signs deployed by 

software designers based on the four premises of meaning making derived from 

Djonov and Van Leeuwen (2018). The study observed Cookie screen interactions by 

users while they were interacting with them, showing their digital literacies in a 

foreign language digital environment. While all participants were able to implement 

previous digital literacies to accept or decline, the further hindrance of Finnish more 

prominently showed the user negotiations behind these decisions. The most 

prominent experience was the balancing of efficiency versus data privacy. With a 

task at hand and a language barrier, the implicit semiotic knowledge of the users 

became even more prevalent. The results show some interesting insights on the four 

premises of sign making.  

 Concerning the first premise it is noticeable that designers use regularities and 

conventions to develop Cookie screens. Mirroring Kulyk and colleagues’ findings 

(2018), our participants’ awareness presented a spectrum of (mainly negative) 

attitudes towards Cookies. These negative attitudes have come to be, because the 

users have been regularly exposed to a social history of being annoyed by cookie 

tracking (Jewitt & Henriksen, 2016), as their interpretation on cookie tracking has 

been shaped by their own previous experiences and the experiences of other internet 

users. These negative associations have an effect on their digital literacy practices 

(Maynard & Scholz, 2021). The users themselves based their decisions on the social 

histories that had shaped their interaction with cookies to make sense of where to 

click and get on with their goal. This indicates that through P1 the designer’s 

influences on the user could be stronger than expected, because the interaction is 

heavily shaped. Yet, in this case it turned out badly for the designers, as the users 

viewed the screens negatively. 

 With the second premise, the colour coding and placement of the three main 

buttons showed that designers make heavy use of recognisable configurations and 

relations between multimodal elements and thus clear semiotic foundations are 

created (O’Neill, 2005). Due to the precise arrangement of the graphic elements, P2 

demonstrates to be a heavy influencer on the software user.  

 The third premise concerns the unpredictability of the user, as sign making is 

always particular to the situation. Not every participant blindly accepted the cookies, 

but every participant drew on different digital literacy tools to accomplish their goal 

(Crawford & Hade, 2000). Half of the participants did accept the cookies due to the 

language barrier, showing that the semiotic resources used by the designer did play 

an important role in exercising their power to have people accept cookies. The 
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participants who declined showed very different and unpredictable behaviour to 

avoid the cookies, such as using the translation tool embedded in the browser 

(Bezemer & Cowan, 2022). Therefore, the directionality from the user to the designer 

and weight (the weak influence) of P3 seems to fit the model. If the users are digitally 

literate enough, then they are able to avoid accepting cookies.  

 Finally, the fourth premise showed that coding and formatting Cookie screen 

layouts need not be complicated to be highly effective in communicating and having 

users accept Cookies. The blue-green button was proven enough to achieve this goal, 

specifically across languages. This means that not a lot of effort has to be put into the 

designing process to achieve the goal of making clear where people have to accept 

(Bezemer & Cowan, 2022). For the users wanting to decline the cookies, it was 

immediately clear which button was accepting the cookies by means of its colour 

alone. With a similar simplicity of semiotic effort, having the two other buttons in a 

light grey colour, created an ambiguity of which button would be the one declining 

the cookies. Using a similar colour for the other buttons is a fairly effortless way of 

creating this ambiguity and thus making it easily more difficult for the user to 

negotiate the meanings of the two buttons (Gaines, 2008). With little effort, P4 can 

have a strong effect on the user.  

 Using these premises it has become clearer that a power dynamic of semiotic 

resources in software design and usage exists, suggesting that the power structure 

from the designer to the user is heavier than the other way around. Three of the four 

premises (P1, P2 and P4) have shown that there can be strong links present in which 

the designer exerts its power to the user. The users only have the power to 

circumvent being tracked by cookies, when they are semiotically and digitally literate 

enough to behave unpredictably with the web page. Because of this, the third 

premise is only a weak type of power that comes from the user. The ethnographic 

approach of this study has been useful in understanding how this power relationship 

between software designers and users is taking shape. Yet, future research is 

suggested to rigorously test the proposed model qualitatively and quantitatively. 

 

6. References 

Aiello, G. (2020). Visual semiotics: Key concepts and new directions. The SAGE 

handbook of visual research methods, 367-380. 



RU:ts 5 
 

29 
 

Ayala, R. A., & Koch, T. F. (2019). The Image of Ethnography – Making Sense of the 

Social Through Images: A Structured Method. International Journal of 

Qualitative Methods, 18, 1-13. 

Ball, L.J., & Ormerford, T.C. (2000). Putting ethnography to work: the case for a 

cognitive ethnography of design. International Journal of Human-Computer 

Studies, 53, 147-168. doi:10.1006/ijhc.2000.0372. 

Bezemer, J., & Cowan, K. (2022). Exploring reading in social semiotics: Theory and 

methods. In Reading,107-118. Routledge. 

Crawford, P.A., & Hade, D.D. (2000). Inside the Picture, Outside the Frame: Semiotics 

and the Reading of Wordless Picture Books. Journal of Research in Childhood 

Education 2000, 15(1), 66-80. 

Djonov, E., & Van Leeuwen, T. (2018). Social media as semiotic technology and social 

practice: the case of ResearchGate’s design and its potential to transform social 

practice. Social Semiotics, 28(5), 641-664.   

https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2018.1504715 

Dong, J., & Blommaert, J. (2010). Ethnographic fieldwork: A beginner's guide. Bristol: 

Multilingual Matters. 

Ebrey, J., & Garabuau-Moussaoui, I. (2016). Everyday Futures and Ethnographic 

Methods. In: Spurling N. and Kuijer, L. (Eds) Everyday Futures. Lancaster: 

Institute for Social Futures, 10-15. 

Gail, A. Z. (2012). Participant Observation. Action Research Methods. Palgrave 

Macmillan. 49-68. 

Gaines, E. (2008). Media literacy and semiotics: Toward a future taxonomy of 

meaning. Semiotica, 171(1/4), 239-249. doi: 10.1515/SEMI.2008.076 

Gee, J. P., & Handford, M. (2012). Introduction. The Routledge Handbook of Discourse 

Analysis. Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, London and New York. 66-78. 

Ha, V., Inkpen, K., Shaar, F., & Hdeib, L. (2006). An examination of user perception 

and misconception of internet cookies. Extended Abstracts Proceedings of the 

2006 Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, CHI 2006, 833-838. doi: 

10.1145/1125451.1125615.  

Hasyim, M., & Arafah, B. (2023). Semiotic Multimodality Communication in The Age 

of New Media. Studies in Media and Communication, 11(1), 96-103. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2018.1504715


RU:ts 5 
 

30 
 

Jewitt, C., & Henriksen, B. (2016). Social semiotic multimodality. Handbuch Sprache im 

multimodalen Kontex, Berlin, 145-164. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110296099-007 

Kulyk, O., Hilt, A., Gerber, N., & Volkamer, M. (2018). “This Website Uses Cookies”: 

Users’ Perceptions and Reactions to the Cookie Disclaimer. European Workshop 

on Usable Security (EuroUSEC), 2018, 1–11. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.14722/eurousec.2018.23012  

Maynard, G., & Scholz, E. (2021). Text and Image in Perspective. Archaeological Review 

from Cambridge, 36(2), 1-15. 

O’Neill, S.J. (2005). Exploring a Semiotics of New Media. (Doctoral Thesis). School of 

Computing, Napier University. Edinburgh, UK. 

Rose, A., Shneiderman, B., & Plaisant, C. (1998). An Applied Ethnographic Method 

for Redesigning User Interfaces. Human-Computer Interaction Laboratory. 

University of Maryland. 

Rowlands, J. (2021). Interviewee Transcript Review as a Tool to Improve Data 

Quality and Participant Confidence in Sensitive Research. International Journal 

of Qualitative Methods, 20, 1-11. doi: 10.1177/16094069211066170. 

Thornborrow, J. (2012). Narrative analysis. The Routledge Handbook of Discourse 

Analysis. Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, London and New York. 51-65. 

 

Acknowledgements: This paper was written for the course: Research Skills Using 

Digital Literacies. It obtained a final grade of 9/10. There was no funding provided 

and the authors declare no competing interests. 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110296099-007
https://dx.doi.org/10.14722/eurousec.2018.23012


RU:ts 5 
 

31 
 

Appendix A: Interview Questions 

The three questions for the interview were as followed, each question corresponded 

with one or two premises on sign making. Figure A shows the cards used during the 

task and the interview itself. 

Q1 (P3): What did you do with the Cookie screen? What do you usually do? 

Q2 (P1+P2): How did the formatting and graphic elements contribute to your 

understanding of the cookie screen? Which previous experiences do you make 

use of? 

Q3 (P2+P4): Do you think the specific/recognisable design of cookies influences 

your encounter? 

Figure A 

Task sheet URL shown to participants [above] and questions asked [below]. 
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Appendix B: Interview Excerpts - Participant Quotes 

1.1 “A” 

1:39: “Well usually I decline but since I don’t know the language that would be so 

hard to comprehend, so I just did the green button which is usually “accept”.” 

2:08-2:32: ”Every website has a Cookie thing that first pops up when you open the 

site. And they are usually structured the same, with the “accept” to the right 

cause that’s the option they want you to tick and then the “read” whatever 

and then the decline, I guess.” 

3:11-3:32: [about coloured block] “Websites are designed in a way that they want you 

to perceive all the text, oh it’s bottom-up it’s called. The reason why the 

“accept” block is coloured is that it catches your attention the fastest and then 

it’s on the right because that is where your eyes move right-away. We talked 

about this during different courses.” 

3:44-3:52: “You don’t read it as, since it is a different language but also if it is in 

English, you kind of already have a routine of how to deal with those.” 

4:06: “It is a routine, yea. I kind of just mindlessly do it.” 

4:13-5:01: “Just encountering it in every website that I go to, the Cookies pop up. At 

first I think I didn’t really care about them so I would just accept but as an 

Online Culture University student, we learn more about it. And you kind of 

learn more about what it entails more and so especially recently I go through 

the tedious task of unclicking all of the “not allowed” and declining Cookies 

but here I just, I’m not dealing with the different language and doing that.” 

5:18: “I guess also just for the speed of it.” 

 

1.2 “B” 

1:30: “I saw there was an English option…ah that’s better.” 

2:29: “I always press reject. But I didn’t understand the words, so…” 

2:37: “I saw the blue one was probably “accept” but I didn’t wanna press it until I 

was certain. Because I don’t like Cookies on my laptop.” 
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2:49: “So I knew I didn’t want to do the blue one but I didn’t know which of the other 

two was the reject so I translated.”  

3:19-3-29: “Sometimes they don’t even give the “reject Cookies” option, right? They 

just give it after you press the “read the Cookies” or “read the settings” or 

whatever. So I was in doubt.” 

3:30-3:46: “If I wouldn’t be able to translate, I probably would have pressed the blue 

one, just to get myself out of the whole position but…otherwise you get 

another pop-up, a new pop-up, which you also don’t understand.” 

3:59-4:02: “It would be way quicker. I will just delete the Cookies later.” 

4:05: “Efficiency. I’ll do it [delete Cookies] in my own time” 

4:28-4:35: “It is always annoying to me. It is always an extra step, I just wanna see 

what I wanna see” 

4:41-4:50: “But it is just a minor annoyance which asks for a short amount of time IF 

they give you the option to reject immediately.” 

5:34-5:49: “I guess after so many Google searches it’s just a part of your whole 

routine. You know when you press a site there is…well you hope there isn’t 

but there almost always is this ask for it” 

5:56-6:16: “No-one really wants to accept the Cookies. This is why I call it a minor 

annoyance, because they have to give you an option to reject it. Even if they 

don’t give you the reject option, which I thought they had to, I sometimes click 

of the boxes and click “save preferences”, so you only have the ones that are 

necessary.” 

6:20-6:28: “If you press “accept all Cookies”, I don’t know what happens. I just don’t 

know what the Cookies mean that are on my laptop, I don’t wanna know. I 

just wanna go to the site [...].” 

6:40: “It’s annoying that they added it, I don’t know why it is there.” 

7:04-7:09: “I only press accept when there is no other option and in this case the 

language barrier is “no other option”.” 

7:41- 7:56: “As with the Cookies, you just want to go to the x mark as fast as possible, 

with all the pop-ups. You don’t want to see the pop-ups. I never want to see 

the pop-ups. [...] I just want to see what I’m looking for.” 
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1.3 “C” 

1:33: Q: “I cannot change the language, can I?” 

Researcher: “You can if you want to, if you know how to.” 

2:19-2:31: “I never accept Cookies because they track me and I get personalised 

advertisements. And I know, because I develop websites myself, that the 

middle button is the one that says “no Cookies”. It’s also because of the 

colours.” 

2:56-3:12: “It’s mostly “I accept” which is a different colour than “I refuse”, which is 

the same colour as “more information” or “I want to change my settings” or 

whatever. And those two are always in the same colours.” 

3:16: “It was not that I knew but it was a validated guess, I think.” 

3:27-3:31: “If I would press it and something would pop-up, I would go back and 

pick the other [non-coloured] option” 

3:57: “I felt comfortable to do so, even though I didn’t know what it said” 

4:20: “I did not at all read the text. I only focused on the visuals but don’t even know 

what it said.” 

4:29: “I clicked and I thought it was not important and went on with the task.” 

 

1.4 “D” 

1:26: “I didn’t even notice it, I guess just accepting it, yea” 

1:34: “It depends. This is a university so this is, how do you say, more reliable.” 

2:37: “I think I just accepted it, just instantly. I didn’t even notice until you said it.” 

2:47-2:52: [when asked how they understood it was a Cookie window] “Because of 

the colours. The format is always the same. It’s, like, intuitive design.” 

3:02-3:20: “They follow rules, like colours and everything. Green is like accepting 

something. They almost always look the same. On sketchy websites it is 

sometimes the opposite way but in general, for a university, they are ethical.” 
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3:34: “Universities, I guess they don’t want to mislead you. It’s a university.” 

4:14: “I think in design they consciously choose colours. Like we know that green is 

kind of like accepting and red is …bad, it is kind of ,like, declining.” 

 

 

  


