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Embracing fast-food culture: Lianhuanhua as a
paradigm of visual narrative news

Ping Gao' & Debing Feng® '™

Lianhuanhua, a subgenre of visual narrative news (VNN), has recently gained popularity on
Chinese media platforms for its distinctive visual storytelling format. This study, grounded in
theories of visual modality and language style, analyzes 101 lianhuanhua articles collected
from Chinese media platforms. The analysis shows that lianhuanhua employs abstract images
to merge symbolic meaning with amusement, technological images to visualize complex
information while adding playful elements, and naturalistic images to enhance the authen-
ticity of news. Verbal text complements these visuals through strategies like explanatory
discourse, question-and-answer formats, conversational and fashionable language, and
visually-driven commentaries. These stylistic choices cater to the fast-paced, visually
oriented nature of modern media consumption, effectively reshaping hard news narratives
into compelling visual stories that prioritize brevity and sensory engagement for audiences.
These findings not only highlight the pervasive influence of fast-food culture on news con-
sumption and production but also demonstrate the transformative power of visual storytelling
in shaping contemporary digital media discourse.
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Introduction

n recent years, a new form of discourse known as visual

narrative news (VNN) has become increasingly popular on

social media platforms and news websites. This type of news
relies on visual storytelling to convey information, primarily
using elements such as photographs, illustrations, infographics,
videos, maps, and comics, accompanied by minimalist text like
captions or supplementary notes (Caple, 2013; Caple and Knox,
2015; Chun, 2023; El Refaie, 2009; Roth, 2021). VNN functions to
transform boring, difficult, and complex content into engaging,
visualized, and accessible messages. A notable example of VNN is
a news format called “EIE” (“lianhuanhua” in Pinyin), which
first appeared on ifeng.com in 2012 and quickly gained popularity
across Chinese social media platforms and news websites. Similar
to the format of picture books or comic strips, lianhuanhua
reports and comments on complex social issues in a visualized,
simplified, and engaging manner (D Feng, 2024). Its content
often focuses on urgent political, economic, and/or social public
affairs, aligning with what Reinemann et al. (2012: 232-233)
define as “hard news.”' The emergence of lianhuanhua reflects a
broader shift in China’s media landscape, where fast-paced,
visually-oriented consumption habits are reshaping how news is
produced and consumed (Anderson and He, 1999; Ma, 2016; Pu,
2021). This trend embodies a “fast-food culture” in media pro-
duction and consumption, where bite-sized, visually engaging,
and easily digestible content is designed to capture viewers’
attention amid information overload. Such practices resonate
with Postman’s (1987) seminal critique of media’s role in
“amusing ourselves to death,” where substantive public discourse
is increasingly mediated through spectacle and entertainment
rather than rigorous deliberation.

While there is a growing interest in different types of VNN
(e.g., Chun, 2023; Roth, 2021), research on lianhuanhua, a dis-
tinct VNN subgenre in Chinese media, remains limited. The
present study aims to address this issue by examining how lian-
huanhua transforms the content of hard news (e.g., political,
economic, or social issues) into visually engaging and
entertainment-driven narratives. Questions to be addressed
include:

() What are the distinctive stylistic features that characterize
lianhuanhua as a form of visual narrative news?

(II) How are these features represented and (re)constructed

through multimodal resources in lianhuanhua?

In what ways do these features and their representation/

reconstruction relate to the trend of fast-food culture?

(1Im)

This article begins by introducing the concepts of visual nar-
rative news and lianhuanhua in the first section, followed by a
literature review of studies on visual narrative news and the trend
of fast-food culture in the Chinese media landscape in Section 2.
Section 3 describes the analytical framework of this study and
Section 4 outlines the data collection and analysis process. In
Section 5, the core of the study, the discourse of lianhuanhua is
analyzed through the lenses of visual modality and language style.
The final section discusses the findings and their implications for
future research.

Literature review

Visual narrative news. Visual narrative news (VNN) represents a
multimodal storytelling framework that synthesizes visual, tex-
tual, and interactive elements to optimize information delivery
and audience engagement. While known by various names, VNN
usually comprises visual storytelling, infographics, comics, and
interactive elements. Among these components, visual story-
telling serves as the core of VNN. Visual storytelling has been a
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part of human expression since ancient times, as seen in art forms
like cave paintings (Clottes, 2016) and Egyptian hieroglyphs
(Gardiner, 1957). Historians and archaeologists regard these
examples as precursors to modern visual storytelling. de Saus-
sure’s (1974) distinction between signifier and signified has laid
the groundwork for understanding how visual elements function
as signs in communication, while Barthes (1977) expands this by
theorizing image-text relations through concepts used for ana-
lyzing visual narratives such as anchorage, illustration, and relay.
Halliday’s (1978) systemic-functional linguistics further enriches
this framework by foregrounding language’s tripartite functional
dimensions: ideational, interpersonal, and textual. Kress and Van
Leeuwen’s seminal work, Reading Images (2020[1996]), adapts
these principles to visual semiotics, proposing three parallel
metafunctions: representational, interactive, and compositional.
The representational function concerns how images depict events,
entities, participants, and settings. The interactive function
explores how visuals engage viewers through gaze, perspective,
and modality. The compositional function analyzes how layout
and spatial arrangement convey power relations and visual
coherence. Painter et al. (2013) extend this framework to visual
narratives in children’s picture books, developing a series of
analytical frameworks regarding meaning-making processes like
pathos, ambiance, focalization, and framing. These studies pro-
vide a strong theoretical foundation for Multimodal Discourse
Analysis (MDA), an interdisciplinary framework for exploring
how meaning emerges through the interplay of multiple modes
such as language, images, sound, and typography (Jewitt, 2009;
O’Halloran, 2004). MDA has been widely used to analyze visual
storytelling modes such as news videos (Bateman and Tseng,
2023), infographics (D Feng, 2024; Oja, 2023), and news galleries
(Caple, 2013; Caple and Knox, 2015), among others.

Secondly, VNN frequently utilizes infographics to convey data-
driven information. Defined as pictures that “[blend] data and
design” (Smiciklas, 2012: 3), infographics serve as a crucial tool
for transforming abstract or numerical content into easily
digestible narratives. Their evolution spans millennia, from
ancient practices like China’s 11th-century gridded maps (Tufte,
2001) to modern tools that simplify complex information across
fields such as news reporting (Cairo, 2019; Chun, 2023; Veecock,
2021), business communication (Lankow et al, 2012), and
education (Kuba and Jeong, 2023; Smiciklas, 2012). Lankow
et al. (2012: 21) categorize infographics into four functional types,
including “editorial” (designed for opinions), “qualitative”
(visualizing non-numerical visuals), “quantitative” (representing
statistical data), and “narrative” ones (structuring visuals to
convey stories). These categories align with infographics’ dual role
in documenting data and enhancing communication. For
instance, Roth’s (2021) analysis of cartographic discourse
demonstrates that infographics are capable of representing
abstract experiences, embedding ideological values, and clarifying
complex information. Central to infographics’ effectiveness is
Schmid’s (1983) principle of minimizing cognitive friction, which
underscores their design logic in reducing audience effort to parse
information. By merging aesthetic appeal with informational
clarity, infographics have become an important resource for
digital discourse to transform complex or abstract content into
digestible narratives (Krum, 2014). However, they are not neutral
conduits of information. Design choices, such as color symbols
and spatial hierarchy, often encode ideological perspectives
(Krum, 2014). Cairo (2019), for example, argues that info-
graphics, particularly in Western media, may amplify political
polarization by visually reinforcing partisan divides.

In addition, VNN tends to incorporate panel-based storytelling
techniques into its narration, a structural convention rooted in
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comics. Eisner (1985) and McCloud (1993) have laid the
foundation of comics with concepts such as panel transitions
(movement between panels) and closure (audience inference of
gaps). Building on their studies, Groensteen (2007) systematizes
comics through frameworks like iconic solidarity (interconnected
images), restrictive arthrology (linear panel transitions), general
arthrology (non-sequential connections), and spatio-topical
systems (page layout). Gavaler (2022) extends this theoretical
foundation by proposing a tripartite narrative framework
comprising: the image-narrator (governing visual semiotics, e.g.,
visual layouts), the text-narrator (mediating linguistic discourse,
e.g., dialogues/captions), and the image-text narrator (negotiating
multimodal interplay, e.g., image-text relations), each distinct yet
working together in storytelling.

In VNN, comics serve two primary roles. First, they act as
powerful mediums for socio-political critique, exemplified by the
pervasive use of political cartoons in the news media. These works
employ satire and symbolism to spotlight social issues and shape
public opinion, as demonstrated by studies from El Refaie (2009),
Ho et al. (2021), and Semotiuk (2023). Second, comics excel at
distilling complexity into visually engaging formats. Research,
such as Kearns and Kearns’ (2020) analysis of COVID-19 health
communication, shows that comics simplify complex information
through visual storytelling, effectively translating scientific
content into accessible stories.

Another notable feature of VNN is its integration of interactive
elements that empower users to engage in self-directed explora-
tion of news narratives. Scrollable timelines (Lankow et al., 2012;
Roth, 2021) and clickable maps (Roth, 2021), for instance, allow
users to navigate spatiotemporal relationships in news events,
while news galleries (Caple, 2013; Caple and Knox, 2015) enable
audiences to shift between details and overall description of news.
Embedded videos (Bateman and Tseng, 2023) further enrich this
experience by enabling users to switch between textual reporting
and audiovisual evidence. Platforms like Facebook amplify this
interactivity by integrating user-generated short videos into news
production (Liu and Zhang, 2024; Xiang, 2019), reflecting a shift
where audiences evolve from passive consumers to active co-
producers of news.

Despite these advancements, research on culturally specific
VNN subgenres remains uneven. As one such subgenre in
China’s media landscape, lianhuanhua has received little
scholarly attention. This study addresses this gap by examining
the discourse style of lianhuanhua, focusing on how it blends
visually engaging and entertainment-driven elements with hard
news to attract and retain audiences.

Fast-food culture and media perspectives in China. The fast-
food industry emerged in the post-World War II era, with
chains like McDonald’s pioneering standardized service, speed,
and affordability. By the late 20th century, globalization and
franchising fueled its expansion, embedding fast-food principles
into daily life (Ritzer, 1983). Ritzer (1983) conceptualizes this
evolution as “McDonaldization,” suggesting that speed, pre-
dictability, convenience, and control—once exclusive to fast
food—have permeated all walks of life. This phenomenon
appeals to consumers by providing quick and convenient
options that prioritize ease over complexity and quality (Frye
and Bruner, 2012). For example, advertisements often feature
visually appealing images of food that are designed to evoke
immediate sensory responses, as they are easy to be noticed and
understood (Best, 2014; Ellison et al., 2023). Additionally, fast-
food chains frequently introduce new products to maintain a
sense of freshness, keeping consumers engaged through con-
tinuous surprises (Best, 2014).

In China, the fast-food sector, epitomized by global franchises
such as McDonald’s and KFC, has increased “on a grand scale”
due to “the accelerating pace of urbanization and the rapid
development of China’s economy” (Smith, 2012: 119-120). The
spread of McDonald’s is a clear marker of this trend as it reshapes
urban lifestyles and youth identities by serving both as a dietary
choice and a cultural phenomenon (Yan, 2006[1997]). Mean-
while, these global brands also adapt their offerings to suit local
tastes, such as introducing rice dishes, thence blending global
influences with local identity (Anderson and He, 1999). This
strategy aligns with China’s rapid urbanization and the rise of a
burgeoning middle class, making fast food a normalized part of
modern life (Ma, 2016; Pu, 2021; Yan, 2006[1997]). More
importantly, this phenomenon has spread across various societal
domains, evolving into a homogenized cultural landscape in
modern Chinese society known as “fast-food culture.”

The influence of fast-food culture is particularly pronounced in
the media sector. Cooper (2011) argues that contemporary society
is transitioning into an era of information overload marked by a
relentless influx of information from multiple media sources. In
response, media organizations are compelled to rethink their
approach to news production and dissemination. They increas-
ingly transform intricate or abstract material into simplified,
engaging, and accessible narratives (Denisova, 2023). This trend
is especially evident in China’s media landscape, where outlets are
actively adapting to audiences’ demand for rapid, digestible
information. They adopt concise and multimodal formats, such as
infographics, short videos, and minimalist text, to distill political,
economic, and social issues into digestible stories (Liu and Zhang,
2024; Yu et al., 2023). For instance, China Daily uses animations
and infographics to simplify hard news (Veecock, 2021), while
mainstream media rely on algorithm-driven social media plat-
forms like Weibo, WeChat, Douyin/TikTok to amplify reach
through visually augmented posts (Shi and Li, 2025; Xu, 2022).
Moreover, news organizations increasingly integrate user-
generated content (UGC), such as citizen reports and short
videos, into traditional reporting, thus bringing forth a spectacle
of “netizen journalism,” which reshapes the production and
dissemination of news (Liu and Zhang, 2024; Xiang, 2019). These
trends culminate in emerging news formats like lianhuanhua,
which blends visual storytelling, minimalist text, and entertain-
ment elements together to reframe the content of hard news, as
demonstrated in the analysis below.

The analytical framework

This study draws on the theories of visual modality and language
style. According to Kress and Van Leeuwen (2020[1996]), visual
modality describes how visual elements convey the meaning of
“truth” through varying degrees of realism or abstraction. It is
evaluated using validity markers such as color saturation, mod-
ulation, depth, illumination, and brightness. However, Kress and
Van Leeuwen (2020[1996]: 159) emphasize that modality is
context-dependent, as every type of image has its own standards
of “validity” based on its specific “context.” Building on this idea
and the concept of coding orientation, they classify visual mod-
ality into four main types: technological, naturalistic, abstract, and
sensory. Technological modality is the visual representation of
scientific or technological information, whose “truth” is coded
based on “the practical usefulness of the image” (Van Leeuwen,
2005: 168), as seen in maps (Roth, 2021) and quantitative info-
graphics (Lankow et al, 2012). Naturalistic modality conveys
realistic meaning, with authenticity tied to the “representations of
the real,” as seen in photographs (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]: 155). Abstract modality communicates symbolic
meaning, whose “truth” concerns the “essential qualities”
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represented through abstraction (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]: 164), such as meanings in cartoons (Abraham, 2009).
Sensory modality evokes emotions or represents surreal worlds,
whose “truth” is coded based on sensory or artistic meaning
(Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2020[1996]; Oja, 2023; Van Leeuwen,
2005).

Language style refers to the distinct ways language varies in
communicative contexts (Bell, 1984; Labov, 1972a). The present
study draws on Van Leeuwen’s (2005) framework for analyzing
language style, which positions language within a broader
semiotic meaning-making system. Insights from other scholars
(e.g., Fairclough, 1992; Herman, 2009; Lewin et al., 2001; Labov,
1972a) will also be borrowed to supplement this approach as
needed. Van Leeuwen (2005) identifies several prevalent language
styles in contemporary lifestyle magazines such as advertising
style, fashion captions, expert discourse, street language, and
conversational style, which closely parallel the discourse of lian-
huanhua under study. Advertising style aims to persuade con-
sumers to buy products or services. It uses direct address,
evaluative adjectives, and poetic devices to engage audiences,
evoke emotions, and enhance memorability (Van Leeuwen,
2005). Fashion captions share similar features with advertising
style by employing direct address, adjectives, and poetic devices,
but are distinguished by trendy expressions that reflect the
dynamic nature of fashion discourse (Machin and Van Leeuwen,
2005; Van Leeuwen, 2005). Van Leeuwen (2005: 152) describes
them as a form of “edutainment,” namely “the combination of
instruction... and pleasure.” Expert discourse, often presented as
commentary in news discourse (Montgomery, 2007), is char-
acterized by technical terminologies, abstract expressions, and a
restricted verb range (e.g., “have,” “make”), while adopting a
third-person perspective to reinforce the speaker’s authority
(Machin and Van Leeuwen, 2005). Street language, somewhat
similar to fashion captions, incorporates the latest slang and
trendy expressions in order to create a novel, dynamic style.
Finally, conversational style uses informal, everyday language to
foster equality and relatability. Fairclough (1992) refers to this
style as the “conversationalization” of public discourse, where
formal language is replaced by casual, personalized expressions.

Moreover, news text like VNN involves both narrative and
explanatory language. Narrative language refers to the use of
linguistic and structural techniques to tell stories or experiences.
It involves organizing events, characters, and actions into a
coherent sequence in order to convey particular meanings,
emotions, or themes (Labov, 1972b; Labov and Waletzky, 1967),
while incorporating elements such as plots, settings, perspectives,
temporal markers, and descriptive details (Herman, 2009).
Explanatory language is employed to explain, inform, or describe
an object, a process, or a concept. It avoids emotional appeals,
storytelling, or persuasion, focusing instead on logical and sys-
tematic information presentation (Herman, 2008; Lewin et al.,
2001). It differs from conversational language, which is more
informal (Fairclough, 1992; Van Leeuwen, 2005), and narrative
language, which focuses on stories, events, or experiences
(Herman, 2009; Labov, 1972b).

Building on the above discussions, we propose an analytical
framework for investigating discourse style in visual narrative
news. The framework centers on visual modality and language
style across three interconnected dimensions: visual, verbal, and
visual-verbal. Visual dimension examines stylistic choices in
visual text through four types of visual modality: technological
(e.g., data visualization, infographics), abstract (e.g., icons, car-
toons), naturalistic (e.g., photographs), and sensory (e.g., surreal
or dreamlike landscapes). Verbal dimension examines stylistic
choices in verbal text through five primary language styles: nar-
rative (e.g., storytelling structures), commentary (e.g., expert
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Table 1 The frequency of stylistic features in lianhuanhua.
Style types Frequency Total articles Percentage (%)
Visual modality
Abstract 98 101 97.03
Technological 90 101 89.1
Naturalistic 29 101 28.71
Language style
Explanatory 99 101 98.02
Narrative 98 101 97.03
Fashionable 98 101 97.03
Commentary 95 101 94.06
Conversational 78 101 77.23

discourse), fashionable (e.g., advertising language, fashion cap-
tions, street language), conversational (e.g., informal expressions),
and explanatory (e.g., explanations). Finally, the visual-verbal
dimension explores the interplay of visual and verbal elements,
where style emerges from their integration, such as speech bub-
bles and dialogue balloons (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2020[1996];
Painter et al.,, 2013).

Methodology

This study draws on a corpus of lianhuanhua articles published
on ifeng.com and other relevant media platforms between 2013
and 2023. To build a robust dataset for investigating how lian-
huanhua reframes hard news into visually engaging,
entertainment-driven narratives, we employed a random sam-
pling method (Neuendorf, 2017). Ten articles per year were
selected using a random number generator, granting all articles
“equal probability of being selected” (Creswell, 2014: 158). From
the initial 110 articles, nine were excluded based on two criteria:
(1) articles failing to adhere to the lianhuanhua format, as the
visual-narrative structure is central to this genre; and (2) articles
classified as “soft news” (e.g., entertainment and celebrity gossip).
Soft news favors entertainment over pressing social issues, con-
trasting sharply with hard news, which focuses on political and
public affairs (Reinemann et al., 2012). Including such content
would muddy distinct narrative strategies, thereby obscuring this
study’s focus on how lianhuanhua reconstructs the discourse of
hard news (e.g., political, economic, or social issues).

Following the analytical framework outlined in Section 3, we
conducted a bottom-up analysis of the data. This process involves
identifying all instances of visual modality and language style by
going through each of the articles. The instance can be a word,
phrase, paragraph, image, or a cluster of images. Initially, the first
author analyzed the data based on the framework and then dis-
cussed the preliminary results with the second author until a
consensus was reached. This process involves rounds of analysis,
discussions, and modification. Ultimately, we identified nine
major stylistic features that fall into two groups: (1) visual
modality, comprising technological, abstract, and naturalistic
images, and (2) language styles, comprising explanatory, narra-
tive, conversational, fashionable, and commentary language or
discourse. The subsequent sections provide an in-depth analysis
of each of these features.

Results

Table 1 shows the frequency of specific stylistic features across the
101 lianhuanhua articles in the dataset. As we can see, visual
modalities dominate the dataset, with abstract images appearing
in 97.03 percent of all articles (98/101), followed by technological
images (89.11%, 90/101), while naturalistic visuals are compara-
tively rare (28.71%, 29/101). Language styles exhibit more uni-
formity. Explanatory discourse comprises the largest share
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Table 2 The frequency of visual modality types in Table 3 The frequency of technological images in
lianhuanhua. lianhuanhua.
Types Frequency Percentage (%) Types Frequency Percentage (%)
Abstract 2020 73.37 Frames 204 37.29
Technological 547 19.87 Bars 89 16.27
Naturalistic 186 6.76 Pies 72 13.16
Total 2753 100 Lines 58 10.6
Formula 35 6.4
Tables 21 3.84
T Maps 19 3.47
T b=t iihizluG) O coes 5
Others 40 7.31
Total 547 100
@ figure features four busts, each symbolizing a distinct social group
FRUETETNERE P e—— and c_orresponding pension system, with captions accompanying
FOWREIRNRWREWRT FEHESNXEUROAR the visuals above them (Barthes, 1977; Caple, 2013; Kress and
Van Leeuwen, 1998, 2020[1996]): the bust in suits represents
- = “enterprise workers,” the one in suits and glasses represents
% “government employees,” the one in crew-neck shirts and big
A beards represents “urban non-employed persons,” and the one in
crew-neck shirts and small beards represents “rural residents.”
L 2. BN e i Moreover, the mmm{l{ahst ”sketc.hes in these images convey not
TEERRAEIUAR e — only the meaning of a “type” (Painter et al., 2013: 31) but also a

Fig. 1 Abstract images. Text captured from "B % FFEHH" [The
urban and rural pension integration] (ifeng.com, 2014). Writer unknown
but from ifeng.com'’s Financial column. This figure is covered by the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Retrieved from
<https://finance.ifeng.com/news/special/cxylbg>.

(98.02%, 99/101), which is closely followed by narratives and
fashionable expressions (97.03%, 98/101 each). Commentaries
account for 94.06 percent (95/101) and conversational language
appears in 77.23 percent (78/101). Nearly all stylistic features,
except naturalistic images, occur in every article, underscoring
their integral role in lianhuanhua’s multimodal design. The fol-
lowing sections analyze how these features are represented and
(re)constructed in lianhuanhua.

Style in visual text. Image plays a pivotal role in shaping the style
of lianhuanhua. According to Table 2, out of 101 articles, 2753
images are identified, with abstract images dominating at 73.37
percent, followed by technological images at 19.87 percent, and
naturalistic images comprising a smaller proportion of 6.76 per-
cent. This distribution suggests that abstract images play a
dominant role in constructing a lianhuanhua discourse. However,
technological images are also significantly used, appearing in
nearly all the lianhuanhua articles, as shown in Table 1. These
images demonstrate three major stylistic features: (1) abstract
images are used to blend symbolic meaning with amusing mes-
sages, (2) technological images are used to visualize and simplify
complex information, and (3) naturalistic images are used to
reinforce the authentic representation of news content.

Abstract images: blending symbolic meaning with amusement.
Abstract images, often consisting of comics/cartoons or icons,
convey symbolic meaning through metaphorical or metonymic
representation (Abraham, 2009; WD Feng, 2017). Figure 1, taken
from the news article “The urban and rural pension integration,”
uses visual metonymy to depict different pension systems. This

sense of amusement. Each image employs distinct visual cues to
convey a social group, with deliberate contrasts highlighting their
stereotypical traits. For instance, the depiction of “government
employees” as figures in suits and glasses implies that this group
maintains a polished, respectable lifestyle, while “urban non-
employed persons” are portrayed in crew-neck shirts and
unkempt beards, suggesting a dishevelment in their daily lives.
This juxtaposition of minimalist sketches not only distinguishes
different levels of social classes but also injects (satirical) humor
into the representations (Thussu, 2007; Van Leeuwen, 2005).

This effect is also evident in Figs. 6, 8, 10. For instance, Fig. 10
portrays a debate between two individuals, each symbolizing
contrasting perspectives held by two distinct social groups. The
cartoon-style depiction shows the two figures leaning forward in
an intense argument, with fingers pointed at each other. This
humorous representation not only effectively conveys the
information but also prompts viewers to reflect on the meanings
behind the debate.

Technological images: visualizing and simplifying complex infor-
mation. Technological images aim at visualizing complex infor-
mation, so much so that audiences can easily understand the
scientifically abstract messages (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]). These images are mainly infographics such as dia-
grams, tables, charts, models, and formulas (Chun, 2023; Kuba
and Jeong, 2023; Lankow et al, 2012; Roth, 2021; Smiciklas,
2012). Table 3 shows the frequency of technological images used
in lianhuanhua.

This table shows that among all the infographics, frames (e.g.,
timelines) occur most frequently, accounting for 37.29 percent,
trailed closely by bars (16.27%), pies (13.16%), lines (10.6%),
formulas (6.4%), tables (3.84%), maps (3.47%), QR codes (1.65%),
and others (7.31%). Frames are narrative infographics often used
to recount news stories (Lankow et al., 2012), such as contextual
timelines (Kulkarni et al, 2023). Other infographics are
quantitative ones commonly used to visualize statistical outcomes
such as bars, pies, and lines (Lankow et al., 2012).

While conveying scientific information, technological images
in lianhuanhua often incorporate humorous elements and they
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Fig. 2 Technological image. Text captured from B Z~#il3& |\l B A9 Bk5& 14
=7 18? " [What's wrong with Japanese manufacturing?] (ifeng.com,
2016). Designed and produced by Chen Cheng and Zhang Xiaowan. This
figure is covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License. Retrieved from <https://finance.ifeng.com/picture/special/
picture334/>.
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Fig. 3 Naturalistic image. Text captured from "B IE4E3FFEHES0, 90/)
PR [Buffett talks to the 80's and 90s in China] (ifeng.com, 2015).
Writer unknown but from ifeng.com’s Financial column. This figure is
covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
Retrieved from <https://finance.ifeng.com/stock/special/jinsz61>.

are thus likely to produce a sense of “edutainment” (Van
Leeuwen, 2005: 152). Consider Fig. 2.

This figure, drawn from the news article “What’s wrong with
Japanese manufacturing?” illustrates Japan’s global ranking in
manufacturing exports per capita through a comparative bar
chart. The visualization contrasts Japan’s position (labeled “No.
4”) with higher-ranked countries and regions, offering a clear,
data-driven snapshot of its competitive standing. Simultaneously,
this figure incorporates humorous, witty elements into the text,
such as the ironic rhetorical question “Once esteemed, why is it
now in such a dire state?” alongside playful visuals like cartoonish
gears, stylized national maps, and bold color contrasts. These
lighthearted touches convey not only statistical data but also a
sense of amusement (Thussu, 2007; Van Leeuwen, 2005).

Naturalistic images: accentuating authenticity. Naturalistic images
emphasize accuracy by ensuring that the depicted objects closely
resemble their real-world counterparts (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]). Although less commonly used (see Table 1), these
images play a significant role in enhancing the authenticity of
information. On the one hand, they appear in the form of

LHEHETR. EFFRE
A2 EMBRSWRAALAIS/
A5T. OEKIIARE. 8
BN@RIIEXEERK. RS
FEitREY8Z5T.

Fig. 4 Naturalistic image. Text captured from 'HE"E4E" K FE'
[China's “Detroit” hypothesis] (ifeng.com, 2016). Designed and produced
by Chang Li. This figure is covered by the Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 International License. Retrieved from <https://finance.ifeng.com/
news/special/dfzcs/>.

photographic profiles to manifest the real-world identity of the
speakers mentioned in the news (e.g., Figs. 3, 9). On the other
hand, they serve as visual supplements to illustrate the content of
the accompanying text (Barthes, 1977) (e.g., Fig. 4). Either way,
they function to reinforce the authenticity of the information
presented.

Figure 3, sourced from the news article “Buffett talks to the 80 s
and 90s in China,” illustrates a simulated dialogue between
Warren Buffett and young Chinese investors. The investors are
depicted generically through “minimalist” comic sketches
(Painter et al. 2013: 31-32), while Buffett is portrayed with a
“naturalistic” photograph, lending authenticity to his identity and
the credibility of his statements (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]: 155-156).

Similarly, Fig. 4 features a photograph of Shangri-La County,
accompanied by a caption highlighting that its fiscal revenue was
643.27 million yuan in 2012, yet the government raised its
investment to 980 million yuan in 2013. The photograph,
accompanied with the caption of amusing topographic design
(Van Leeuwen, 2006), visually illustrates the location discussed in
the text, functioning to enhance the credibility and authenticity of
the information reported (Barthes, 1977; Martinec and Salway,
2005).

Style in verbal text. Verbal text of lianhuanhua also embodies the
core characteristics of fast-food culture: simplicity, trendiness,
and entertainment. As shown in Table 1, over 90 percent of
lianhuanhua articles incorporate explanatory, narrative, com-
mentary, and fashionable expressions, with conversational
expressions closely trailing (77.23%). The widespread use of these
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Fig. 5 A resume-formed introduction. Text captured from “EHH % % X
BHRASBEMTLER? " [What are the differences between Free Trade
Zone and Free Trade Port?] (ifeng.com, 2018). Designed by Xiao Shitou,
produced by Liu Zixin. This figure is covered by the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License. Retrieved from <https://finance.ifeng.
com/a/20180420/16155387_0.shtml>.

elements is instrumental in shaping lianhuanhua’s fast-food style,
as the following analysis illustrates.

Visualizing explanatory discourse. Lianhuanhua is primarily
designed to address pressing and intricate social issues in hard
news, which is why explanatory discourse dominates in this type
of news (98.02%, see Table 1). Explanatory discourse relies
heavily on clear, straightforward language (Herman, 2008; Lewin
et al,, 2001), often resulting in text that sounds dry and boring.
However, lianhuanhua tends to combine plain language with
vivid images, creating explanations that are both engaging and
accessible to readers. Figure 5, for example, depicts a new concept
called “Free Trade Zone” (FTZ). It uses everyday language and
bullet points to emphasize key terms like “H3” [identity], “itt

1 BT i

3
i, ARSI

THRER - $EF

Fig. 6 An example of explanatory discourse. Text captured from "Rt Mk
R SRR IS BN " [Popular science post: Interpreting the ‘Li Kegiang Index']
(ifeng.com, 2013). Designed and produced by Zhang Siwen and Zhao
Chunhua. This figure is covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License. Retrieved from <https://finance.ifeng.com/news/
special/lujiazui2013/jdkezs.shtml>.

fiI” [status], and “B H” [freedom]. The text adopts a resume-like
format, humorously portraying the FTZ as a person, with its
identity, status, and freedom representing its core attributes.
Slightly different, Fig. 6 serves to explain the concept of “Li
Keqiang Index [5EAB1E#K],” a term not widely used among the
public. To enhance understanding, the text dissects this term with
both visual and verbal language. It opens with a question-style
title, “fF AR RBIEL” (What is the Li Kegiang Index?),
displayed in bold font and vivid color that immediately capture
the viewer’s attention. The explanation that follows is presented
in a “speech bubble,” which includes a “sayer” and accompanying
text (verbiage) that clarifies the term (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]: 63-64; Painter et al., 2013: 68-69). The “sayer” is
depicted as a cartoonish figure wearing glasses and holding a
pointer, reminiscent of a teacher explaining the concept. This
engaging presentation makes the definition of the term “Li
Keqiang Index” more accessible and appealing to viewers.

Question-and-answer formats in narrative. A news report typi-
cally follows a narrative structure, which, as defined by Labov
(1972b; Labov and Waletzky, 1967), comprises six key compo-
nents: abstract (summary of the story), orientation (contextual
background), complication (a sequence of escalating events),
resolution (solution or outcome), evaluation (significance of the
story), and coda (concluding remarks). Central to this framework
is the complication, a chain of events (Event-1 to Event-n) that
build tension until a critical “problem” arises, followed by the
resolution, the decisive moment that resolves the conflict and
concludes the narrative (Montgomery, 2010).

Lianhuanhua follows a distinct narrative structure character-
ized by a question-and-answer (Q&A) format. Our data show
that lianhuanhua primarily presents news through a self-
questioning and self-answering approach, guiding readers
through a sequence of questions step by step toward the story’s
final resolution. For example, in the news article “Why is Japan
providing funding to help China combat smog?” the journalist
employs a series of Q&As to detail Japan’s motivations for
“assisting China in combating smog” (see Table 4).

The Q&A format has at least two merits. On the one hand, it
can actively engage the audience by posing thought-provoking
questions that encourage readers to reflect, make choices, or share
their opinions, thus fostering greater interaction with the news (D
Feng, 2020, 2024; Montgomery, 2007). On the other hand, this
format simplifies and deconstructs complex information, making
it more accessible to the audience.

Fashion and colloquialism. The use of fashionable expressions is a
defining characteristic of lianhuanhua. This style aligns with
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Table 4 An example of Q&A formats.

Rounds Questions Answers
1 What's the situation?
2 How many trees will be planted?
3 Why's Japan interested in aiding China with
tree planting?
4 How does China's PM 2.5 reach Japan?
5 ... Why's China's contribution rate still high?

The donation will help establish the China-Japanese Green Exchange Fund for tree planting.
About 10 million per year, covering an area of 65,000 hectares.

Some Japanese scholars have presented data ... (followed with diagrams highlighting the
impact of PM 2.5 pollution from China on the air quality in Japan).

PM 2.5 is carried to Japan by prevailing northwest winds.

... the impact on Japan often appears relatively large.

AN

AT
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0¥ IBEssses:: 1505%x3%=4.57
SR FTI SRR 1505X1%=1.57

j’
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Fig. 7 An example of conversational expressions. Text captured from "&
TR RAEEREBEIX L " [New Deal on real estate deed tax?
Everything you want to understand is right here!] (ifeng.com, 2016).
Designed and drawn by Du Juncheng, edited by Niu Guluhui. This figure is
covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
Retrieved from <https://finance.ifeng.com/picture/special/picture212/>.

some prominent qualities of fast-food culture, such as fashion,
trendiness, and entertainment, echoing Van Leeuwen’s argument
on the style of fashion captions (2005; Machin and Van Leeuwen,
2005). Example (1) features headings infused with trendy
expressions, such as “EBI1E” [high liquidity], “l€EHK” [low
inflation], and “X\MZ& &5 [terrorist attack]. These terms create a
fashion-tinged and engaging tone that resonates with readers.

(1) “BRpEREK “BANGANLCHIZEEE
RBARERE, BEMBHREHN M [High
liquidity, low inflation, Japan’s capital exchange market is
huge, and the possibility of coups, riots and terrorist attacks
in Japan is small].

Trendy phrases also appear within the body of news
articles. Below are some examples used in the report on
TikTok’s international expansion.

(2) “...BXTkTok REZELZRBEFEARANFRFDLA
MRFOESR —IETHEER ML RKIN —H“Tik-
TokBEAEBNMTH - A RO BABBE HA%E
f1E&......” [... The large-scale series about TikTok has
been broadcast actively, and many people are following the
‘drama’ with sweat in their palms.” “Let me have an in-
depth search.” “How has TikTok made success overseas?”
“Four strategies to make it.” “Under predecessors’ protec-
tion ...”].

These expressions encapsulate TikTok’s turbulent journey in
North America, metaphorically likened to a “E4£ER” [drama
series]. The text incorporates popular internet buzzwords such as
“BKEAR” [intensely active], “JBRI” [following a drama], “\—
P\” [digging into], “¥TH — 7 X” [achieving success], “PH K1B”
[four strategies], “BIZE{]” [predecessors], and “E&” [providing

8

protection]. These phrases vividly illustrate the highs and lows of
TikTok’s global expansion, capturing readers’ attention and
prompting their reflection on the associated social issues while
making the information engaging and entertaining,

Additionally, lianhuanhua extensively incorporates conversa-
tional expressions, accounting for 77.23 percent of the data (see
Table 1). Fairclough (1992) refers to this phenomenon as the
“conversationalization” of public discourse, arguing that public
discourse is shifting toward an informal communication style.
Lianhuanhua exemplifies this trend, as shown in Fig. 7.

In this example, the phrase “3/M5llF” [take an example] is
humorously replaced with “FAMNEF” [take a chestnut],
leveraging the phonetic similarity between “ZEF” [chestnut]
and “fflF” [example]. This amusing wordplay, reinforced
through the use of bold colors and enlarged text (Van Leeuwen,
2006), adds a lighthearted tone to the text (Machin and Van
Leeuwen, 2005; Van Leeuwen, 2005). Additionally, the text
employs an informal nickname “/NB8” [Xiao Ming] to denote the
main character of the story presented here, signalling a personal
or casual touch in the narrative. These informal expressions help
make the content accessible and engaging to readers.

The use of a “dialogue” format, often paired with comic
images, is another example of conversational expressions.
Figure 8 presents a quasi-dialogue that captures the concerns of
ordinary Chinese citizens regarding home purchasing.

The conversation features two humorous characters, “Slim
Tall” and “Little Fat,” who engage in a playful exchange. Slim Tall
comically expresses hesitation about paying the deed tax, while
Little Fat counters with a more compelling argument. Rendered
as trendy digital stickers, the characters reflect the integration of
modern technology and fast-paced consumption culture in
journalism (Denisova, 2023; Pu, 2021). Meanwhile, the verbal
text employs colloquial expressions such as “ARZE” [benbao,
meaning “self’] and the playful phrase “¥ERAEM” [zoushi
renxing, meaning “just being willful’], to mimic everyday
conversation. As a result, the dialogue humorously represents
public sentiments and effectively captures the audience’s interest.

Image-text projection in commentaries. Table 1 reveals that 94.06
percent of articles employ commentaries, which are characterized
by trendy expressions (e.g., “big news,” “high liquidity,” “low
inflation”) and image-text projections. The latter refers to a type
of visual commentary representation, where a commentator,
often depicted via his/her torso or profile, is paired with text in
“speech bubbles” or “dialogue balloons” (Kress and Van Leeuwen,
2020[1996]: 63-64; Painter et al., 2013: 68-69), as shown in Fig. 9.

This example demonstrates a typical image-text projection,
combining visual and textual elements to reinforce the speaker’s
expertise. The image features an avatar of Paul Krugman, a Nobel
Prize-winning economist, alongside a caption that bolsters the
information’s authenticity. Technical terms in the speech bubble,
such as “&JFi#HK” [economic growth] and “H&{REM”
[social safety net], further emphasize Krugman’s authority. By
combining visuals with accessible language, this format enhances
the credibility and intelligibility of the expert’s commentary.
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Fig. 8 A quasi-dialogue. Text captured from “Er=Z2HFH B {RIEEH AR
FEIXJL! " [New Deal on real estate deed tax? Everything you want to
understand is right here!] (ifeng.com, 2016). Designed and drawn by Du
Juncheng, edited by Niu Guluhui. This figure is covered by the Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Retrieved from <https://
finance.ifeng.com/picture/special/picture212/>.
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Fig. 9 An example of image-text projection. Text captured from "B K
R EZFT1TBRIM" [China's economic downturn in the eyes of
political and business leaders] (ifeng.com, 2015). Designed by Zhang
Xiaomeng Jiuyi and Laoai Laoyangiang, and produced by Feibao Feiqu
Na'er. This figure is covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License. Retrieved from <https.//finance.ifeng.com/news/
special/picturel17/>.

Image-text projections may adopt a debate structure, as shown
in Fig. 10. This figure visualizes a hypothetical four-round debate
on the merits and drawbacks of artificial meat, here being the
second round focusing on environmental impact.

It depicts two cartoonish figures engaged in a dynamic exchange,
with their contrasting viewpoints articulated in text boxes and
emphasized through exaggerated gestures and expressions in the
image. By merging text-based arguments with visually engaging
storytelling, the figure exemplifies how such representations balance
serious informative critique with entertainment (Machin and Van
Leeuwen, 2005; Thussu, 2007; Van Leeuwen, 2005).

Discussions
By drawing on the theories of visual modality and language style,
we have analyzed a corpus of lianhuanhua articles, a form of
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Fig. 10 An example of visually-represented arguments. Text captured
from “Zs S ER 25 R AR At AVEIX 4 K27 [Li Ka-shing and Bill
Gates are crazy. Why is artificial meat so popular?] (ifeng.com, 2019).
Designed by Ai Xiaoju, and written by Xiao Muye. This figure is covered by
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Retrieved
from <https://finance.ifeng.com/c/7mYUWan6SoK>,

Chinese visual narrative news, to explore its stylistic features in
presenting hard news. The study reveals that lianhuanhua tends
to use abstract images to merge symbolic meaning with amuse-
ment, technological images to visualize and simplify complex
information while adding playful elements, and naturalistic
images to enhance the authenticity of news content. The verbal
text is designed to enhance cohesion with visual elements through
strategies including visualized explanatory discourse, Q&A for-
mats, fashionable and conversational language, and trendy and
visually-represented commentaries. These stylistic features reflect
a fast-paced, snackable media consumption habits in China,
where platforms such as Weibo, TikTok, and WeChat prioritize
visual and multimodal content in presenting news (Ma, 2016; Pu,
2021), reflecting a societal preference for quick, visually digestible
information. Lianhuanhua capitalizes on this trend by blending
verbal conciseness with visually striking design, reframing com-
plex issues—conventionally covered as hard news—into digestible
formats that reduce cognitive effort while enhancing audience
engagement. This reductionist approach mirrors the logic of fast-
food culture, which prioritizes convenience and instant gratifi-
cation over depth or quality of content (Frye and Bruner, 2012).
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By stripping down textual complexity and emphasizing visuals,
lianhuanhua enables audiences to quickly grasp a story’s essence
without extensive reading. Its emphasis on striking visuals par-
allels the fast-food industry’s use of eye-catching marketing, as
both rely on aesthetics to engage sensory preferences and attract
consumers.

This shift is also evident at the production end of media dis-
course. The rise of digital platforms, coupled with the emergence
of “attention economy” (Franck, 2019), drives media producers to
prioritize brevity, visual appeal, and instant engagement in the
competition for audiences (Cooper, 2011). As a result, the pro-
duction of hard news, once grounded in depth and rigor,
increasingly embraces entertainment-oriented, visually compel-
ling formats. This shift is noticeably evident in lianhuanhua
articles, where complex political, economic, and social issues are
distilled into concise, visually driven narratives (D Feng, 2024).
What is more, lianhuanhua integrates humorous elements and
shareable visuals into news coverage, demonstrating its recogni-
tion and acceptance of the ascendancy of infotainment that blurs
the traditional boundaries between hard news and entertainment
(Harcup and O’Neill, 2017; Thussu, 2007).

While these practices enhance social media virality and expand
audience reach, they risk oversimplifying complex issues into
easily consumable, gratification-driven content. This creates a
paradox: although visually engaging storytelling democratizes
access to serious public discourse, its transformation into spec-
tacle often sacrifices nuance, reducing critical issues to eye-
catching fragments. This tension echoes Postman’s (1987)
warnings about the erosion of public discourse. When hard news
must “amuse” to inform, the imperative to entertain risks over-
shadowing the depth required for meaningful civic engagement, a
trade-off that mirrors the broader commodification of informa-
tion in the digital age.

To conclude, the findings of this study contribute to the study
of visual storytelling in media discourse. By offering a framework
for analyzing the role of visual storytelling, this study illustrates
how visual elements such as images, infographics, and comics
interact with concise, trendy, and everyday language to enhance
the accessibility and appeal of news. By integrating visual mod-
ality with language style, the study underscores the significance of
visual storytelling in shaping the production practice of con-
temporary media discourse (Caple and Knox, 2015; Chun, 2023;
Roth, 2021), particularly in the digital era, where discourse
increasingly relies on the dynamic interplay of visuals, words, and
other semiotic resources. In addition, this study adds to literature
on social semiotics by examining lianhuanhua within its socio-
cultural context. By linking its multimodal features to broader
social trends, the research illustrates how MDA can be applied to
uncover sociocultural meanings embedded in media narratives.
Future research could extend this approach to other forms of
VNN, including both hard and soft news, by exploring their
cultural-semiotic dimensions. This would involve examining how
evolving semiotic resources interact with shifting sociocultural
values in response to the changing media landscape. Particular
focus could be placed on the growing role of visual storytelling in
news presentation and its potential to balance audience engage-
ment with the depth and complexity of news content.

Data availability
The data analyzed in the present study can be accessed at https://
doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.28853123.v3.
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Note

1 Reinemann et al. (2012: 232) distinguish hard and soft news across three dimensions:
“topic,” “focus,” and “style,” with topic serving as the foundation. Following this
framework, we classify news on political, economic, and public issues as hard news,
and entertainment, celebrity gossip, etc. as soft news.
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