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Abstract The messenger Telegram has gained importance for the mediated consti-
tution of counterpublics in German-speaking countries since 2020. However, most
research on Telegram focuses on the content shared and the networks that have
developed on the platform. Meanwhile, knowledge about the users of counterpublic
Telegram channels and groups and their processes of appropriating the messenger
is very limited. Based on 14 in-depth interviews with users, this article explores
how individuals connect with like-minded people on Telegram, how they process
the information they receive there and why they are attracted to the medium in gen-
eral. We group them in our analysis according to the meaning they ascribe to the
Telegram community, their media repertoires, and how they negotiate contradictions
between counterpublic and mainstream information, developing a typology of four
types: (1) topic-oriented users, (2) confident researchers, (3) libertarian activists and
(4) alienated users.
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Wanderer zwischen Welten: Telegramnutzung aus Perspektive der
Nutzenden

Zusammenfassung Seit 2020 hat der Messenger-Dienst Telegram an Bedeutung
fiir die mediale Konstitution von Gegenoffentlichkeiten im deutschsprachigen Raum
gewonnen. Deshalb wird er hdaufig zum Gegenstand kommunikationswissenschaftli-
cher Forschung. Der Grofiteil der Studien iiber Telegram arbeitet jedoch inhaltsana-
Iytisch oder untersucht die Netzwerke, die sich auf der Plattform entwickeln. Das
Wissen tiber Telegram-Nutzer*innen und iiber die Praktiken, mit denen sich diese
den Messenger aneignen, ist dagegen sehr begrenzt. Auf der Grundlage von 14 Tie-
feninterviews mit Nutzer*innen untersucht dieser Artikel, wie Menschen Telegram
zur Vergemeinschaftung nutzen, wie sie die Informationen, die sie dort erhalten,
verarbeiten und was Telegram-Nutzung fiir sie attraktiv macht. In unserer Analyse
gruppieren wir die Nutzer*innen nach der Bedeutung, die sie der Telegram-Gemein-
schaft zuschreiben, nach ihrem Medienrepertoire und danach, wie sie Widerspriiche
zwischen Informationen aus Gegenoffentlichkeit und Mainstream-Medien verarbei-
ten. Darauf basierend entwickeln wir vier Typen: (1) Monothematisch ausgerichtete
Nutzer*innen (2) selbstbewusste Rechercheur*innen, (3) libertdre Aktivist*innen
und (4) entfremdete Nutzer*innen.

Schliisselworter Telegram - Qualitative Interviews - Gegenoffentlichkeiten -
Nutzungsstudie - Typologie

1 Introduction: Telegram use and participation by counterpublics

Telegram has been widely discussed as a platform where conspiracy theorists unite,
misinformation is spread and, therefore, as a possible danger to democracy. Such
concerns are strongly entangled with assumptions on how it impacts the world views
of those who use it. Research on Telegram has mostly been done via content or net-
work analyses. Such studies generate valuable knowledge on what is communicated
on Telegram, how messages spread, and which channels and groups are connected
(cf. Urman and Katz 2020; Holzer 2021; Schulze et al. 2022; Bader et al. 2023).
However, we know hardly anything about the appropriation of Telegram by the
users. Furthermore, we know very little about the role that Telegram’s groups and
channels play as parts of the overall media repertoires of its users. We contribute
in this paper to the said field. Following Schwarzenegger (2021, p. 103), we do
not conceptualize Telegram groups as a “close community of like minded people”;
instead, we try to reconstruct their granular interests and nuanced outcomes in using
Telegram as part of a high choice media environment. In concrete terms, we look at
three such issue-centered groups on Telegram: (1) pro-Russian groups, (2) groups of
parents skeptic about COVID-19 and (3) naturopathy groups. Based on qualitative
interviews (cf. Misoch 2019), we show in the following how Telegram serves the
users’ needs and interests and how they participate in its communication.
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2 Participation, alternative media and Telegram: A user-oriented
perspective on the meaning of counterpublics

2.1 Definition of publics and counterpublics

We understand publics to be “a wide audience” that creates a “public sphere” (boyd
2010, p. 40), which is a forum for the deliberation of issues that are socially relevant
(cf. Habermas 1962). This concept has been criticized for neglecting power relations.
Thus, counterpublics as a term was coined to describe discourses challenging these
differences (Downey and Fenton 2003, p. 189). With Kaiser and Rauchfleisch, we
define counterpublics as being:

(1) structured around a specific issue that is morally or politically polarizing
and that has the power to shape a group’s identity, (2) opposed to the domi-
nant hegemony within this discourse, (3) marginalized and/or excluded from
the hegemonic public discourse, and (4) with its own influential media outlets
or online sites/platforms. (2019, p. 3)

Following Warner (2002, p. 81), we argue that counterpublics “differ markedly in
one way or another from the premises that allow the dominant culture to understand
itself as a public” and imagine different concepts of society and culture than the
ones in which they are settled and that are dominant at a certain point in time. They
refer to defined issues and argue against hegemonic positionings (cf. Kaiser and
Puschmann 2017; Kaiser and Rauchfleisch 2019). This understanding underlines
that counterpublics always refer to the dominant public sphere in order to challenge
its dominant logic (Downey and Fenton 2003, p. 193).

Our understanding of counterpublics focuses on the underlying practices of coun-
terpublics rather than their specific view of dominant power structures, following
Downey and Fenton’s (2003, p. 189) remark that “[...] greater pluralism may be
regarded as a risk for deliberative democracy rather than its savior.” Knowing that
this application of the term on explicitly anti-democratic movements is criticized for
neglecting that these kinds of movements generally benefit from social domination,
Jackson and Kreiss (2023, p. 107) suggest using the term “defensive publics” for this
kind of public. We embrace this view as far as it underlines the necessity to precisely
describe the specific relationship between a counterpublic and the dominant public
sphere. Nevertheless, we chose to refer to the term counterpublic in a broader sense,
understanding it as a space to perform an advocacy role aiming for awareness or
even change in the dominant public sphere (Downey and Fenton 2003, p. 200).

2.2 Counterpublics and alternative media

One way to communicate and disseminate the deriving standpoints and, thus, consti-
tute and maintain counterpublics, is through the media, mostly the alternative ones
(Schwaiger 2022, pp. 47-53). Actors use them for “critical or alternative information
and communication processes [...] on quite different levels of complexity of public
communication”—from personal meetings to mass media dissemination (Wimmer
2014, p. 297). On the other hand, they function as an anchor in terms of giving
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a sense of being a community and belonging. Following Leung and Lee (2014,
p. 341), “alternative media encompass an array of media outlets standing in contrast
to mainstream media in ownership structure, operation model, production norms,
content, and/or relationships with audience.” In that sense, establishing alternative
media is one counterhegemonic practice amongst others, such as staging collective
action. What exactly alternative media is must be interpreted as “strictly contextual
and relational” (Schwarzenegger 2021, p. 101).

In order to describe the specific role of alternative media, one has to distinguish
between civil society and its actors and a counterpublic as one way of taking ad-
vocacy into account (Downey and Fenton 2003, p. 191). Given this, we agree with
Mayerhoffer et al. that “the identification of different types of individual and collec-
tive actors involved in the dissemination of [...] alternative news content [...] provides
a lens through which we can effectively conceptualize and analyze networked, digital
counterpublics of different ideological leanings” (2024, p. 93).

The importance of alternative media has grown further with the arrival of the
internet and later social media. Both can be seen as the advent of enabling a com-
prehensive participation of citizens via the media. Firstly, the internet allowed the
creation of homepages, blogs and vlogs and, thus, a wider dissemination of content
by amateurs fostered a “participatory culture” (Jenkins 2006, p. 137). This develop-
ment was seen to be intensified by social media and platforms, whose implemen-
tation resulted in a fundamental transformation of the public sphere (cf. Schwaiger
2022, p. 66). That has led to a shift in evaluating their importance in terms of social
impact: Against the upheaval of alternative media providing anti-democratic content,
the function of such media and participation has become unclear; content created
by counterpublics using alternative media may still be creative and oppositional.
But to what extent does it stand for plurality and foster an equal public discourse?
Quandt (2021, p. 85) noted that participation can also be “dark” and, thus, lead to
dysfunctional communication.

2.3 The meaning of Telegram for counterpublics

Counterpublics have always been constituted around media outlets (cf. Schwaiger
2022). Platforms, such as Telegram, offer new possibilities because they may be
used for individual, group and mass communication. This hybrid character can be
interpreted as an attractive affordance structure for activist communication. Previ-
ous research has shown that Telegram has established itself as a platform for the
formation of state-skeptical counterpublics both in autocratic systems (cf. Akbari
and Gabdulhakov 2019) and Western democracies (cf. Walther and McCoy 2021),
as it allows anonymity and does not cooperate with security agencies. Moreover, the
use of alternative news media and counterpublic Telegram groups differ in one very
important feature: Telegram groups do not only provide information to their users,
but also allow for interaction and, thus, communitization.

In this way Telegram, and particularly Telegram groups, function as the kernel
of communities, providing people with a sense of belonging. At the same time, es-
pecially when it comes to public groups and channels, it is helpful to conceptualize
Telegram users as a heterogeneous audience with a broad range of practices and ori-
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entations (Schwarzenegger 2021, p. 106) that uses Telegram as one part of a broader
network of news-sharing across different digital platforms (Mayerhoffer et al. 2024,
p- 93). Additionally, illiberal actors have developed specific practices as they frame
Telegram itself as a platform of resistance against an—in their eyes—apparently
repressive system (Schwieter 2024).

As a result, we regard Telegram users as actors who contribute to constitute and
create a counterpublic against the backdrop of the specific affordances of the plat-
form. Communicating through Telegram’s infrastructures, therefore, promotes the
production of meaning (cf. Hall 1980) as it flourishes in a social medium. Conse-
quently, it allows for productive participation as well as the articulation of public
dissent or even the dissemination of anti-democratic ideas. Therefore, we apply
“an audience perspective” (Schwarzenegger 2021, p. 103) particularly to users from
the Telegram community. Our aim is to better understand how they use Telegram
and, consequently, how their practices of media use contribute to the constitution of
counterpublics. At the same time, we follow Schwaiger’s (2022, p. 48) suggestion
that public and counterpublic merge into each other in a hybrid media system.

3 Counterpublic media use: Communicating via Telegram and
alternative media

3.1 Telegram users as productive media users?

Until recently, many scholars have criticized the lack of knowledge about the media
users’ role in the counterpublic sphere (cf. Noppari et al. 2019; Schwarzenegger
2021, pp. 101-103; Frischlich et al. 2023; Rauch 2023). We agree with Frischlich
et al., who emphasize that it is fruitful “to move beyond binary ideations of norma-
tively ‘good’ or ‘bad’ alternative news audiences” (2023, p. 727). In our study, we
expect most users to be located on a continuum concerning the extent to which they
engage with counterpublics and how comprehensively their world view is shaped by
hegemonic publics. Empirical knowledge about Telegram users who are in contact
with counterpublic channels and groups is still scarce, especially regarding German-
speaking countries (Kiess and Wetzel 2023, p. 331), except for a study by Dogruel
et al. (2023). We want to understand more contextually how Telegram functions not
only as a source of information, on which Dogruel et al. (2023) focused, but also
about the meaning of its other functions, particularly concerning community build-
ing. Since Dogruel et al. (2023) aim to compare Telegram users to non-Telegram
users, they do not differentiate between the Telegram users themselves but evaluate
their self-reports as if they came from a homogeneous group. Therefore, there is
a need to further differentiate the Telegram community. Accordingly, we want to
grasp the reasons for the appropriation and use of counterpublic groups on Telegram.

RQ1: How do Telegram users understand themselves as media users?
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3.2 Toward a typology of counterpublic Telegram users

As the use of Telegram is rather under-researched, we refer to findings on the users
of alternative news media as a starting point for developing our research inter-
est—a field that is strongly related to our own. Audience research on alternative
news media has also been neglected for a long time, but increased during the last
few years (cf. Rauch 2023, p. 873). We consider its findings to be relevant for our
research for two reasons: (1) Empirical research shows that Telegram has become
crucial for the dissemination of alternative media articles (cf. Frischlich et al. 2020;
Herasimenka et al. 2023; ZAF 2023)—therefore, we can conclude that people are
confronted, to a wide extent, with similar content via alternative media and Tele-
gram. (2) Theoretically, both alternative news media and Telegram channels have
the function to allow a counterpublic to constitute itself.

Certain typologies of users of alternative news media have already been devel-
oped (cf. Noppari et al. 2019). We share with Schwarzenegger (2023) the focus on
German-speaking countries. Based on guided interviews with 35 users from them,
he identifies five types: (1) the “awakened infowarrior,” (2) the “critical curator,”
(3) “the completist,” (4) “the reconnaissance user” and (5) “the community seeker.”
He finds that users differ in their “motives and practices” when using alternative
news media, and in the role that alternative media “plays in their overall news con-
sumption” (Schwarzenegger 2023, p. 853). As these typologies provide a valuable
holistic perspective on users and usage patterns, we want to apply this approach to
Telegram:

RQ2: Are there typical users on Telegram and do they correspond with typical
users of alternative media in terms of motives and practices?

We aim to create a typology of Telegram users along four dimensions, which
we conceptualized based on findings about alternative media audiences. They are
described in the following paragraphs.

3.2.1 Telegram use and the meaning of the community

One focus of our study is to understand the meaning that users ascribe to the Tele-
gram community and the practices associated with participating in it. Schwarzeneg-
ger (2021) argues that this function should be taken seriously in the case of:

Alternative media [...] which might have a particular allure for those considered
as ‘societal outsiders’ elsewhere. While the foundation for this sense of belong-
ing can be found in ideological beliefs or coherent worldviews, the appeal of
an online community can also be based on shared practices or expectations.
(Schwarzenegger 2021, p. 103).

Schwarzenegger (2021) considers “community seeking” to be a central motive,
amongst others, for using alternative media. We assume that community seeking is
even more important for Telegram, as it provides communicative features that foster
the creation and maintenance of communities. Telegram groups, as a research object,
offer the opportunity to gain further insight into online and offline communitization
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in counterpublics because they combine elements of mass, group and individual
communication—an ideal setting for communitization. Since we do not know exactly
how Telegram users utilize these functions, we argue that we need more research on
how users move between these different modes of Telegram usage, how they combine
them, and what social interaction on Telegram in general and communitization
in particular means to them. Therefore, we concentrate on analyzing the role of
Telegram groups for communitization and the meaning of the community the users
articulate (dimension 1).

3.2.2 The use of Telegram for searching for information in relation to the media
repertoire

Schwarzenegger (2023) shows that different types of alternative media users de-
velop varying modes of combining mainstream and alternative media in their media
repertoires. However, he notes that he did not systematically examine traditional
media use and, thus, did not fully exploit the potential of a media repertoire study
(Schwarzenegger 2023, p. 868). Some additional findings regarding this question
underline the relevance of looking at the interplay between mainstream and alterna-
tive media in more depth. A panel study from Sweden shows that alternative media
users distrust traditional media and this distrust increases over time. However, they
continue to use both types of media as they see alternative media as complemen-
tary to, rather than a substitute for traditional media (Andersen et al. 2023, p. 846).
A parallel use of traditional and alternative media has also been observed in other
countries (Rauch 2023, p. 873). Miiller and Schulz, focusing on Germany, show
that occasional users of populist alternative news media do not differ from users
of traditional media, while intensive use correlates with a “higher personal relative
deprivation, stronger populist attitudes and a higher likelihood to vote for the right-
wing populist party AfD” (2019, p. 277). This shows, at least, that intensive use of
alternative media is correlated with certain world views. These insights are the basis
for our approach to the field. That is why we aim to find out how media users com-
bine Telegram, established media outlets and alternative media in their repertoires
(dimension 2).

3.2.3 Consequences of embedding Telegram, alternative and mainstream media in
individual media repertoires

Research has also shown that a concurrent use of alternative and mainstream media
has psychological consequences for the users: Reiter and Matthes show in a panel
study of Austrian users of traditional and alternative news media that the use of
both media types exposes users to “conflicting depictions of reality that cannot
be integrated or resolved” (2023, p. 820). They conclude that “this form of in-
trapersonal conflict could make them uncertain of their own political attitudes and
positions” and lead them to “become disinterested in politics” (Reiter and Matthes
2023, p. 813). We aim to understand the consequences of simultaneously engaging
in Telegram’s communication and mainstream media to gain a deeper understanding
of the appropriation process (dimension 3).
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3.2.4 Interplay between different topical fields of Telegram

Our approach to the field also relates to the interplay between political attitudes
and the use of Telegram. We understand counterpublics as being “structured around
a specific issue that is morally or politically polarizing and that has the power to
shape a group’s identity” (Kaiser and Rauchfleisch 2019). Additionally, research
based on content and network analysis shows that Telegram is a medium where dif-
ferent counterpublics become interconnected: Zehring and Domahidi (2023) showed
how the COVID-skeptic movement “Querdenken” in German-speaking channels par-
tially merged with other actors, particularly political actors and activists from the
far right and conspiracy theorists, who were already present on Telegram before
Querdenken moved there. Very similar effects were found by Simon et al. (2022)
for the Danish Telegram sphere. Although we know that posts and narratives move
from one issue-centered counterpublic to another on Telegram, we know very little
about how users deal with this. Accordingly, we want to find out how Telegram users
react when they are confronted with alternative interpretations of other issues that
are not the anchor of the counterpublic in which they are involved (dimension 4).

4 Methodology

We conducted in-depth interviews with 14 users of counterpublic Telegram groups
to develop a typology and place the users in the spectrum between counterpublics
and the hegemonic public sphere (see Table 1).

Sampling in counterpublics is no walk in the park. While getting in touch with
our target group, we were facing an extraordinarily high level of mistrust against
people from outside in general and a deeply rooted skepticism regarding academic
researchers: The latter are perceived to be a central part of the established politi-
cal system and cooperate with institutions of surveillance. Additionally, we sensed
a fear amongst potential interviewees of being labeled as radical, anti-democratic

Table 1 Main categories for our
analysis, created in MaxQDA
based on the full sample of
interviews

Main Categories

. Reasons for the appropriation of Telegram
. The integration of Telegram’s usage in everyday life
. Interests and preferences concerning Telegram’s content

. Usage of Telegram

1
2
3
4
5. Meaning of Telegram’s community
6. Participation via Telegram

7. Community-building via Telegram

8. Information seeking on Telegram

9. Attitudes toward journalism and the media system
10. Recognition of disinformation

11. Self-presentation and identity articulation

12. World views and understanding of recent society

13. Interviewer-interviewee interaction
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citizens. As we were primarily interested in practices at the fringes between counter-
publics and the hegemonic public sphere, we focused our recruiting on three kinds
of less radicalized counterpublic groups: (1) those with a pro-Russian orientation in
relation to the war in Ukraine and other geopolitical issues; (2) those consisting of
parents who were skeptic of COVID-19, whose foundation was opposing COVID
measures in schools and kindergartens during the pandemic; and (3) those in which
naturopathy is postulated and conventional medicine is criticized. We had to put
substantial effort into conducting our interviews. We contacted more than 380 mem-
bers of counterpublic Telegram groups via personalized direct messages during our
field phase from October to December 2023. Not only did group members refuse to
answer. In some cases, we also faced vigilant, responsive and intense policing by
group members or the group’s administrators.

The most important criterion to become part of the sample was that the future
respondents were contributing to counterpublic Telegram groups on a regular basis.
We focused on Telegram groups that are generally accessible and open, most of
which have several tens of thousands of members. To get in contact with members
of these groups, we met our target group’s perception of Telegram as a safe space.
The first point of contact with our potential interviewees was an informal direct
message. In the case of positive feedback, we explained the background of our
research via Telegram’s chat, especially regarding their anonymity, and conducted
the interview via Telegram’s audio call feature. In three cases, our interviewees
agreed to only participate in a written interview via the chat function in order to
protect their privacy. These interviews are accordingly marked with the suffix “chat”
(see Table 2 and the pseudonyms of the respondents).

Finally, we were able to talk to five members of pro-Russian groups, five members
of parents’ groups and four members of naturopathy groups. We add suffixes to the
interviewees’ pseudonyms: Par (parents’ groups), Rus (pro-Russian groups) and Nat
(naturopathy groups), to define from which groups the interviewees were recruited.
The interviews lasted from 28 min to two hours and the atmosphere was polite to
friendly. The interviews were conducted by the authors and three student assistants,
who received intensive training in advance. The latter included a workshop with
a journalist who specializes in researching radicalized groups. We operated with
anonymized Telegram accounts and cell phones to protect the privacy of the stu-
dent team members. We ran our interviews based on a structured questionnaire to
make sure we addressed all relevant research dimensions and guiding questions. The
guideline was structured into the main dimensions and detailed questions. However,
our interviewers were strictly advised to be flexible, maintain an open atmosphere
at an equal level and let the interview run a natural course. For the same reason,
we adapted the wording of the questions to the linguistic style of the respective in-
terviewee. We showed all respondents posts from various counterpublic channels as
stimulus material and asked them if they knew of such posts and what they thought
about them. All of our audio calls were recorded and automatically transcribed by
Trint. All transcripts were carefully edited by the interviewer. We used MaxQDA to
analyze all our interviews. This software allows the systematic coding of texts and
the convenient modification of codes and categories—which is good for analyzing
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texts as a team (Kuckartz and Rédiker 2021, p. 49). We conducted the interviews in
German. For this paper we translated key phrases into English.

We followed Mayring’s (2022, p. 69) concept of a structuring content analysis
while analyzing our qualitative data. In the first step, we created 13 categories (for
an overview see Table 1) and—if possible—subcategories along our main research
dimensions. In a second step, we broadened this set of categories based on a prelim-
inary analysis of all our cases. In a third step, we tested this preliminary version of
our category system on two of our interviews. In the fourth step, we applied the final
version to the rest of our sample, but also continued adding codes and categories
inductively from the data. We reflected on all the changes to our category system
in daily team meetings. Finally, our category system consists of 60 categories and
1985 individual classifications.

After conducting quality checks, we compared all the 14 cases systematically
along the four dimensions described in Chap. 3.2 to create a user typology: We
compared the findings for each case in each dimension. We subsequently detected
obvious patterns in our data and created a typology of four ideal Telegram users
which fitted into these patterns. The types are first presented individually in the next
chapter. Finally, we will look at what they have in common.

5 Results

5.1 Commonalities: Self-perception as active media users and biographical
ruptures

Although we talked to people with a broad variety of individual usage patterns, our
respondents share some characteristics in terms of their initial reason for appropri-
ating Telegram, their self-understanding as media users and their social experiences.
Most of them started to use counterpublic groups on Telegram during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Some explained that a mixture of boredom and curiosity while spend-
ing a lot of time at home motivated them. After this initial phase, all interviewees
continued using Telegram because they experience it as a place of self-efficacy.
This self-efficacy is reflected in two dimensions, which are weighted differently by
the interviewees, but both play a role in all interviews: the active appropriation of
knowledge (1) and the interaction with other users, whereby the Telegram groups
are experienced as a stage, resonance space and/or place of encounter (2).

All the interviewees portrayed themselves as very active media users, who ap-
propriate the content they receive on Telegram critically and consciously. Almost
all of the users to whom we spoke stated that they “do research” on Telegram. This
term emphasizes the lean-forward type of media use the users associate with the
platform. Several of our interviewees pointed out that they consider passive media
use to be something inferior:

You can live your life actively or passively. Passive means I sit down in front of
the TV and let it tell me something or I let myself get bored. [...] I just smile at
that. (SebastianPar)
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For almost all of them, no matter whether they belong to the COVID-skeptic
counterpublic or not, the pandemic represents an important biographical experience
to which they referred when explaining their opinion of journalism and/or their
stance on fundamental political and social issues. Another biographical turning point
to which many interviewees referred was the system change in 1989-90 and the
feelings of alienation they associate with it. Interviewees born east of the Iron
Curtain deduce from the collapse of the Soviet system that fundamental truths can
suddenly lose their validity; values can change and systems collapse. For some of
the interviewees, this more abstract loss of orientation was linked to a very concrete
devaluation of educational qualifications and knowledge acquired in the former
system. HelgaRus, 71, talks about such experiences of devaluation and emphasizes
how inappropriate this downgrading was.

My eldest son had just completed his high school degree (‘“Abitur”) at the time
of the so-called reunification and comparative tests were written with students
from the old and new federal states. [...] It turned out that the level of education
in science subjects, including math, in the old federal states was subterranean.
Ours were vastly superior. (HelgaRus)

Several interviewees encountered this experience of devaluation with the convic-
tion that knowing different systems gives them great mental flexibility. We conclude
that the pandemic and the system change of 1989/1990 are associated with feelings
of devaluation and powerlessness, while Telegram is perceived as a virtual place of
renewed self-empowerment.

5.2 Typology of counterpublic Telegram users

At first sight, our interviews resulted in a quite heterogeneous dataset. However,
while analyzing it along the four main research dimensions introduced in Sect. 3,
we were able to generalize, reconstruct patterns and construct a first typology of
Telegram users.

5.2.1 Topic-oriented users

Topic-oriented users are Telegram users who are largely anchored in the general
public sphere and do not regard themselves per se to be against it. They share
alternative world views primarily related to health issues. All four cases belonging
to this first type were recruited from naturopathy groups. Thus, they use Telegram
to learn about naturopathy and socialize concerning private issues. Nevertheless, we
assume that their media practices are not typical for naturopaths per se, but for users
who utilize Telegram for a specific interest they believe to be marginalized in legacy
media. Presumably, such communities form around topics such as homeschooling, or
certain religious or esoteric beliefs. As they position themselves outside the general
public regarding one specific issue, they value Telegram as an alternative platform
for information and networking, similar to the naturopaths.

However, these moderate participants are regularly confronted with state-skeptical
counterpublic posts. They experience a dissonance between the narratives in news on
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Telegram and in the established media: This irritates them and leads to a frustration
with politics and an unwillingness to consume news from any source.

Community is central to the topic-oriented users. They see Telegram as a place
where like-minded people can come together. Most of the respondents are primarily
active in rather small groups, such as those linked to educational classes in natural
healing (MilenaNat and TatjanaChatNat) or serious dating groups (MarcChatNat).
They share the information they find on Telegram with friends, family and like-
minded people. They often met the latter for the first time on Telegram, but have
since developed personal relationships with them. Communication through Telegram
groups gives them a sense of self-efficacy because of mutual advice. NinaNat, a 53-
year-old who works as a bank employee, talked about people to whom she has given
advice on natural healing on Telegram:

Some are also really desperate and yes, I would also say very, very, very
friendly [...] I feel comfortable there—security, certainty. (NinaNat)

Most topic-oriented users used Telegram more intensively during the pandemic
and as a source for general information, including on political issues. All of them
in the interviews in 2023 said that they consciously limited this kind of use because
they felt it affects their mental health. They now focus on Telegram and elsewhere
on topics which they perceive as positively connotated, such as naturopathy or spir-
ituality. The topic-oriented users are critical of what they describe as “mainstream
media,” doubting that the information published there is complete and always truth-
ful. However, they do not relate to conspiracy narratives talking about media and
journalism and most of them still watch TV news or consume other kinds of main-
stream media. They still come across news on Telegram as well, but rather mistrust
it. The fopic-oriented users assume that politics in Germany is developing negatively
but that dealing with this is useless. Everyone in this group is suffering from news
fatigue (cf. Fitzpatrick 2022) and frustration with politics. MarcChatNat, 40, who
works for a food company but dreams of running an organic farm, put it as follows:

The direction of politics is clear. And if it continues in this direction, it will
not end well. Not for anyone. [...] I have shifted my focus. 99% of the news is
simply unimportant and unnecessary. [...] Why should I torture myself with it?

I’d rather look at my dog @ (MarcChatNat)

The negotiation of contradictions between public and counterpublic narratives
increases the news fatigue, the frustration with politics and general insecurity that
the topic-oriented users feel. They often consider the news of the counterpublic
sphere to be “emotionally credible,” but, at the same time, do not want to cut off
contact with the general public. NinaNat said:

I have the feeling that we are already in an information and media war, as they
say. And, of course, one becomes insecure. What is true now? What is not true?
(NinaNat)

The degree of adopting or rejecting alternative world views varies in this group:
The material we presented to them as a stimulus is familiar to them. However,
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not all of them think it is credible. While TatjanaChatNat, a 30-year-old student,
for example, clearly distances herself from pro-Russian narratives and denounces
the emotionalization strategy they use, NinaNat referred occasionally to QAnon
narratives. All topic-oriented users are aware that negative attributes are ascribed
to the Telegram community from the outside. They all emphasize that they are not
“hoaxers” and “conspiracy theorists.” None of them expresses a world view shaped
predominantly by conspiracy narratives.

5.2.2 Self-confident researchers with a thirst for “propaganda from all sides”

This type resembles the “critical curators” described by Schwarzenegger in his study
on alternative media users (2023, p. 864). We named it self-confident researchers
because these users describe themselves as competent, independent “wanderers”
between the public and counterpublic spheres; they do not regard that they belong
to either, and ascribe excellent research skills to themselves. They avoid clearly
positioning themselves and claim to be critical of “all sides.” We encountered this
type in parent groups as well as pro-Russian groups, which is not surprising because
the self-confident researchers stress that they are active in very different channels
and groups.

Communitization, in the sense of meeting like-minded people, is less important
for the self-confident researchers when using Telegram than for the topic-oriented
users. The self-confident researchers emphasize information first and foremost when
describing their use of Telegram. The counterpublic groups, however, also fulfill
a social function for them: They experience them as a stage on which they can
present themselves as critically thinking citizens and where they debate with others,
which gives them a sense of self-efficacy. Roman, 49, said that he enjoys Telegram
because he likes to “occasionally spout off cleverly” and “add his two cents to
debates.” He said that debates that fit his intellectual level are rare in his everyday
life, and described his use of Telegram in the following way:

I’'m a bit of a loner on Telegram [...] I just stroll around there, hopping from
channel to channel, making my posts from time to time [...] But it hasn’t hap-
pened yet that I have a permanent counterpart. (RomanRus)

The self-confident researchers consider Telegram to be an additional source of
information and, therefore, include it in their “rich and diversified” repertoire of
mainstream and alternative media (Schwarzenegger 2023, p. 862). Two of them
even emphasized that they regularly read foreign media. All respondents of this
type regard themselves as very competent at weighing and classifying information.
They emphasized that they are very critical of everything they read and believe that
there is fake news and propaganda both in the established media and on Telegram.
BertoldPar, 58, put it this way:

So, I don’t use Telegram exclusively. That would be very one-sided [...] It would
be just as foolish as sitting in front of the television with public service pro-
grams, where filtering simply takes place. (BertoldPar)
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Due to their intensive and broad use of media, the self-confident researchers
have to negotiate between the narratives of publics and counterpublics even more
intensively than the topic-oriented users, but they deal with it differently: Being
situated in between does not confuse them, but makes them self-confident. They
think that they are much better informed than the average citizen and claim to have
very comprehensive knowledge. RomanRus, 49, stated:

As a wanderer between worlds, I have been able to gather quite a lot of expe-
riences in my life that have shaped my personal view on topics such as politics
and humanity or interpersonal relationships per se. The complexity of these
topics is beyond the imagination of the standard IQ individual. (RomanRus)

Three of the four respondents in this group have a biographical commonality to
which they referred when explaining their views on politics and the media: They
were educated in the former Eastern Bloc (mostly at school) but also in the Western
system (mostly at university). All three of them emphasized that this experience has
shaped their world view and enabled them to think critically. Consequently, the self-
confident researchers adopted critical views of what they consider to be hegemonic
narratives in almost every field, but they did not express extremist opinions in the
interviews. They were familiar with the narratives of many different counterpublics,
usually stating that they did not fully agree with them but believed that there might be
some truth in them, which would have to be proven by further research. Self-confident
researchers believe that looking at a variety of narratives, including extremist ones,
gives them a more nuanced view of things. The idea of balance and being fully
informed is important to them.

5.2.3 Libertarian activists, running groups free of taboos

The libertarian activists, different from the self-confident researchers, do not claim
to have a “position in between,” but identify as activists in a counterpublic sphere.
As such, they are clearly partisan and anti-society. Telegram is their central tool
for communitization and organizing counterpublic activities. We call them “liber-
tarian” because they interpret freedom of speech extremely broadly: They consider
restrictions on debates to be bad per se and refer to this argument frequently.

The community building function of Telegram is central to the libertarian ac-
tivists: They are administrators of larger groups or channels (AnkePar/ClaraPar) or
participate in a counterpublic Telegram group with which they very much identify
(e.g. llianaChatRus, who did not want to explain her exact role in the pro-Russian
group where we recruited her, but is very active there and feels responsible for its
reputation). Telegram, as a digitally based community, is central to their lives and
identities. They underlined that they met their closest friend there. AnkePar, 33,
who founded a movement of parents who were skeptical about COVID-19 mea-
sures during the pandemic, claimed that all the friendships she has made since 2020
came via the messenger. They said that it feels rewarding to offer an opportunity
for networking to others and mentioned that Telegram can help people to feel less
isolated. All three of them mentioned a feeling of isolation when explaining their
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Telegram use. ClaraPar, a 39-year-old teacher, linked feelings of extreme isolation
to the pandemic:

If you weren’t vaccinated, you were suddenly no longer part of society, you
were no longer allowed to enter universities, you were no longer allowed to
enter a restaurant. You were actually the dregs of society. (ClaraPar)

Feeling excluded dates back further for IlianaChatRus, 45, who spent her child-
hood in Soviet Latvia and came to Germany as a teen, and is central to her self-
image. She writes:

I’ve been given labels for as long as I can remember . Even as a kid, I was
a person who only trusted herself ﬁChildren see when adults lie [...]. only

most people adapt over time @ it’s easier than being constantly offended and
doesn’t hurt as much [...] I guess I’'m different somehow [...] I'm not afraid of
loneliness. (IlianaChatRus)

When it comes to practices of searching for information, libertarian activists
consider established media to be superfluous. All of them believe that one can
receive information of a higher quality on Telegram, claiming that Telegram news
is “more non-judgmental, more global and faster, much faster” (AnkePar). ClaraPar
still sometimes consumes established media; the other two respondents hardly ever
do. They all have an extremely negative opinion of journalism in Germany. ClaraPar
and IlianaChatRus also referred to conspiracy narratives on journalism:

This has nothing to do with quality journalism, it’s about dictating from above
what those at the bottom have to say. And if they don’t, then they end up in jail
or die suddenly and unexpectedly. (ClaraPar)

Libertarian activists think that freedom of speech is strongly restricted in Ger-
many. Although the libertarian activists praised the information on Telegram, all
of them named one or more disinformation strategies they have observed there:
ClaraPar recognized differences between headline and content, AnkePar mentioned
unfounded suspicion in headlines and IlianaChatRus realized that video material
was edited in a falsifying way. Due to their libertarian idea of freedom of speech,
they do not expect this to be really harmful, because they believe that, sooner or
later, all falsehoods will be corrected. That is why they prefer groups “without any
censorship” at all, where even disinformation, false accusations and hate speech are
not banned.

Libertarian activists avoid the negotiation between public and counterpublic, and,
therefore, also cognitive dissonance by no longer using mainstream media. They also
recommend this practice to others. AnkePar stated that:

If you use Telegram, on the one hand, and then read the mainstream press, on
the other, you sometimes think you’re on another planet. That’s why you should
decide where you get your knowledge from, because both at the same time only
leads to a disaster in your head. (AnkePar)
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Assessing the adoption or rejection of alternative world views is challenging in
the case of the libertarian activists. As activists, they have an interest in keeping
their counterpublic groups accessible and attractive to all kinds of people. That
is why they avoid clarifying their own standpoints. The idea of radical freedom of
speech helps them to welcome everyone: People who believe in conspiracy narratives
can share their ideas. Regarding less radical milieus, these radical posts can be
justified as part of an open-ended process of finding the truth together. All of them
criticized the German government and the COVID-19 measures during the pandemic
very harshly, but they did not express any conspiracy narratives apart from those
about a conspiracy of mainstream media and the government. Since they consider
themselves representatives of a counterpublic group, compared to the other types,
it is more likely that some of their answers were shaped by tactical considerations.
Although all answered comprehensively in long interviews, they suspected us of
asking “trick questions” (AnkePar) and that we were aiming to collect material
that would help the government to ban Telegram (IlianaChatRus). The libertarian
activists present themselves as very rational and open people, emphasizing that they
are misunderstood and maligned in public.

5.2.4 The alienated living in inner or outer emigration

The alienated thoroughly reject the German state and the general public, advocating
a world view that is nourished through numerous different issue-centered counter-
publics. The everyday life of the three cases assigned to this type is shaped by their
radical world views: All of them are anchored in the “Reichsbiirger” ideology, two
of them living in a kind of “inner emigration,” saying that they no longer work
on a regular basis for ideological reasons (MikeRus, 54 and AndrejRus, 58). The
third one (HelgaRus, 71) even emigrated to southern Russia for political reasons.
This means that radical actors are also active in the more moderate counterpublic
groups from which we recruited our interviewees. This type shows many similar-
ities to what Schwarzenegger describes as the “awakened infowarrior”: They hold
the conviction that the media and politics are dominated by an all-encompassing
conspiracy, perceiving themselves as the awakened ones who have pierced the veil
and grasp the underlying reality (2023, pp. 861-863).

In contrast to libertarian activists, the alienated do not inhabit a central posi-
tion within the groups in which they participate. Moreover, they do not perceive
their role on Telegram as one of integration, but rather as one of polarization.
MikeRus, 54, who was initially a professional soldier, after an injury in the service
retrained as a computer specialist and is now unemployed, emphasized that he likes
to write provocative posts “on the pain threshold” (MikeRus). Despite being repeat-
edly removed from groups by administrators for this reason, he did not appear to be
concerned:

I mean, there are so many channels. So many. Whether I have one less channel
out of 70 is so irrelevant. It really doesn’t matter. (MikeRus)

The alienated participate in many different issue-centered counterpublic groups
and follow Telegram channels of all kinds. They like getting to know people there,
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take part in discussions and sometimes give advice to others, but building stable
social relationships on Telegram is not important to them. That is different to the
topic-oriented users and the libertarian activists.

Concerning media repertoires and practices in searching for information, the
alienated perceive established journalism as a tool of evil elites. They believe that
journalism is being systematically manipulated in Germany and elsewhere in the
West with a political mandate. AndrejRus, who related that he lost his job because
he did not comply with the measures at work during the pandemic, said:

This war-mongering on ARD and ZDF, propaganda is simply being directed
and great fear is always being instilled. (AndrejRus)

All three of them spend several hours a day on Telegram or other alternative plat-
forms, such as Bitchute, and on alternative media websites. However, they are less
enthusiastic about journalism on Telegram than libertarian activists, mentioning that
censorship is an issue in many Telegram groups. As they are interested in different
national perspectives, they are reading alternative news from Russia (AndrejRus and
HelgaRus) and the US (MikeRus) and conceive Telegram as their “window into the
world.” MikeRus explained:

What do you do when you’re an unemployed computer specialist and you’re
bored at home most of the time? I don’t feel like drinking—so I spend the
whole day watching the news and catching up on the news and have been doing
so for almost 30 years. (MikeRus).

There is no need to balance contradictory narratives because they totally reject
established media. Believing that they belong to the enlightened part of society,
they make contemptuous comments about people who take part in the hegemonic
discourse. Although the alienated are decisively more radical than the self-confident
researchers, both types see Telegram as a stage where they can use and publicly
demonstrate their intellectual abilities, of which all of them speak very highly.

The alienated have adopted alternative world views in almost every field: They
believe that the political system in Germany will collapse soon and then their con-
victions will prevail. AndrejRus claimed that he has an entire strongbox full of
documents which he would use that day to rehabilitate himself and accuse his op-
ponents. Similar to HelgaRus, he links such ideas of system change and revenge
to biographical experience he had during the change of systems in 1989/90, which
he perceived as “unfairly done.” MikeRus, who grew up West of the Iron Curtain,
mentioned his injury as a major biographical turning point, which made him doubt-
ful about fundamental questions. All three of them were already very critical of the
political system in Germany before the pandemic started. But the events during the
COVID-19 crises were an additional proof for them that Germany is directed by
“left-wing fascism” (HelgaRus). All of them exposed extreme forms of populism:
They used dehumanizing phrases about politicians and officials casually integrated
into an otherwise very polite and friendly conversation, calling Germany’s foreign
minister “a stupid bitch” (AndrejRus) or stating about Klaus Schwab, founder of
the World Economic Forum:
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I’ve seen pictures of Schwab that make you want to puke. He’s a pervert. And
they want to tell us how we should live. (HelgaRus)

Having left their country or their professional lives behind and not feeling re-
sponsible for the reputation of a counterpublic group, they talked very openly.

6 Discussion

This explorative study contributes to a better understanding of the meaning and
societal role of Telegram. It confirms that Telegram expands the spectrum of artic-
ulation and networking in the counterpublic sphere as a crucial part of the structure
of different platforms and outlets along which illiberal counterpublics emerge.

Asking how Telegram users understand themselves as media users, we identi-
fied motives of Telegram usage that are strongly linked to the user’s general self-
perception: Users regard themselves as belonging to a very critical and informed
group. Communitization or positioning oneself in relation to Telegram’s community
is the second motive. Some of the users experience themselves as being understood
and supported by like-minded others, others use Telegram as a stage for distributing
their knowledge or for being seen as a personality. The third motive is experiencing
self-efficacy: It comes into play if users not only intermingle with each other and
share the feeling of being recognized members of a certain counterpublic, but also
successfully search for information and provide it for others inside or outside the
Telegram sphere.

Leading on from this, we identified four typical users of Telegram who are dif-
ferent concerning their main motives and key practices: Topic-centered users find
that communization with like-minded others is central (Type 1). Self-confident re-
searchers search for supplementary information to add to their broad media reper-
toire and use Telegram as a stage (Type 2). Libertarian activists employ Telegram for
activism against standpoints they perceive to be hegemonic (Type 3). The alienated
foster and share their completely alternative world views on Telegram (Type 4).

All these practices have their basis in the specific character of Telegram as a hybrid
platform. Because of its unique affordance structure, we observe patterns of usage
emerge that differ significantly from alternative media outlets. Telegram’s interac-
tive character fosters community building, activism and other networking practices.
Consequently, it remains important to perceive Telegram as a platform for connect-
ing with like-minded people. However, our findings demonstrate that this is not the
only way of appropriating Telegram: The counterpublic groups simultaneously res-
onate individual contributions to controversial political topics and are experienced
as valuable sources of news replacing or supplementing established media brands.
All these aforementioned practices have a common objective: to claim Telegram as
a platform of resistance against world views that the users perceive to be hegemonic.

Our study supports the findings of prior content and network analyses (cf. Simon
et al. 2022; Zehring and Domahidi 2023), suggesting that users of counterpublic
Telegram groups, regardless of their individual level of radicalization, are exposed
to state-skeptical narratives on Telegram on a regular basis. Prior studies point out
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that using Telegram might bring the danger of becoming more intensively or even
massively involved in a wide range of alternative world views, including conspir-
acy narratives and, therefore, becoming radicalized. Our data indicates that this is
only one option amongst others including automatism. We showed that media reper-
toires and media competencies influence how radical content is appropriated and,
thus, evolves. Whereas some users—the alienated—use Telegram as their exclusive
source of information and adopt radical ideas on a variety of topics, others expose
themselves to radical content without fully adopting its perspectives. The self-confi-
dent researchers, for example, understand this content as a contribution to a balanced
and diverse media repertoire that also includes legacy media.

Depending on their overall media repertoire and their way of appropriating radical
content, Telegram users can be placed on a continuum between publics and coun-
terpublics. This position, situated between opposing perspectives, requires users to
develop strategies for negotiating contradictory narratives. According to our typol-
ogy, we distinguish four different approaches: The fopic-oriented users react with
general news and political fatigue. Self-confident researchers look at differences
with curiosity and, at the same time, comprehensive skepticism toward both publics
and counterpublics. The libertarian activists legitimize the coexistence of conflict-
ing interpretations through a libertarian idea of freedom of expression, according to
which everything should be said and then the best idea prevails. The alienated are
completely involved in the sphere of alternative interpretations of the world.

Furthermore, we have found users who 1) explicitly belong to counterpublics that
are grouped around a single topic, predominantly belonging to two types, which are
the topic-centered users and the libertarian activists, who are also interested in
promoting one specific topic. We also found users who 2) participate in several
counterpublics that they combine as a repertoire in order to access a wide range of
topics and world views. Such users belong to the other two types, which are the self-
confident researchers and the alienated: Both variants are common among Telegram
users. This differentiation showcases different approaches to Telegram and, thus,
should be elaborated on further.

Finally, this study has limitations that derive mainly from our sampling strategy
and the respondents we targeted with it. As access to the field was difficult and time-
consuming, we were only able to talk to a relatively small number of respondents.
A larger sample would allow a broader overview of Telegram usage and the under-
lying motives. Furthermore, we interviewed users who were actively participating
in communication and community as we recruited respondents who were approach-
able via direct messaging. Consequently, we do not know about the practices that
are characteristic of the large group of people who just use Telegram as passive
consumers. Additionally, lots of the respondents have academic backgrounds and,
thus, were willing to support the study as respondents. Therefore, there is an imbal-
ance between respondents from higher education and those with a lower degree of
education. In addition, we have attempted to locate the respondents on the spectrum
between publics and counterpublics, but we cannot be sure that it always displays
real life. Some of the respondents did not mention radical standpoints because they
knew that it is against what is regarded as socially desirable, or were afraid of con-
sequences in real life. Even though we guaranteed anonymity, they were still afraid
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of the consequences resulting from too much openness. Future research should be
done based on a more diverse sample. Based on that, the typology should also be
validated.
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