
Legal Notice
This work is protected by copyright and/or the indication of a licence. You are 
free to use this work in any way permitted by the copyright and/or the licence 
that applies to your usage. For other uses, you must obtain permission from 
the rights-holders.

This document is made available 

Date of secondary publication:   

Secondary Publication

Primary publication

Persistent identifier:

Geuß, Annika; Wild, Michael

Context Is Everything : Podcasting as an Opportunity for Journalistic 
In-Depth Analysis

19.02.2026

Version of Record (Published Version), 

urn:nbn:de:bvb:473-irb-113291x

Geuß, Annika; Wild, Michael (2026): Context Is Everything : Podcasting as an Opportunity for 
Journalistic In-Depth Analysis, in: Journalism and media, Basel: MDPI, Vol. 7, No. 1, 32, pp. 1–
29, doi: 10.3390/journalmedia7010032.

under a Creative Commons license.

The license information is available online:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode

Article

https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010032
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode


Academic Editor: Michael Graßl

Received: 28 November 2025

Revised: 30 January 2026

Accepted: 6 February 2026

Published: 11 February 2026

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license.

Article

Context Is Everything: Podcasting as an Opportunity for
Journalistic In-Depth Analysis
Annika Geuß and Michael Wild *

Institute for Communication Science, University of Bamberg, 96047 Bamberg, Germany;
annika.geuss@uni-bamberg.de
* Correspondence: michael.wild@uni-bamberg.de

Abstract

This article examines how political journalism can distinguish itself in a fast-paced infor-
mation environment by providing in-depth contextualization and thereby contribute to
the functioning of democratic societies in a digitalized world. Focusing on the ‘Causa
Brosius-Gersdorf’—a highly polarized controversy surrounding judicial appointments to
Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court in July 2025—we ask the following questions: to
what extent can German-language podcasts offer in-depth analysis, and which types of
contextualization can be observed across different podcast formats? The study is based
on a qualitative content analysis of 39 episodes from 15 popular podcasts drawn from the
German Spotify Top 200. Drawing on a theoretically grounded analytical framework com-
prising the categories ‘topics’, ‘dimensions of context’, and ‘relational levels’, we identify
distinct types of contextualization. We analyze the distribution of these types using distant
reading and interpret salient patterns through close reading. Our results show that the
podcasts analyzed offer an in-depth contextualization of the issue, with a focus on political
and societal evaluation. In doing so, they provide their audiences with orientation and
therefore enable them to form their own well-founded opinions. Since we conducted our
analysis at the level of individual statements rather than at the level of the news items
themselves, our study advances research on quality in journalism, highlights the role of
podcasts in digital transformation, and addresses the democratic value of contextualizing
political communication.

Keywords: podcasts; quality in journalism; democracy; political communication; public
debate; contextualization; content analysis; digital audio

1. Introduction
In a digitalized world, we are exposed to information overload: political information is

disseminated, searched for, and shared in a fast-paced information environment. Audiences
encounter such information in digital spaces often in real time, yet largely without context,
in the form of constantly updated headlines, images, and video snippets (Meier, 2018,
p. 198). The risk associated with this speed is that the context of events—that is, the
corresponding backgrounds, causes, and consequences—is neglected. This is also due to
the increasing number of new communicators, such as politicians, parties, companies, and
private individuals without an institutional background, who operate their own ‘owned
media’ channels within a ‘hybrid media system’ (Chadwick, 2013; Bennett & Pfetsch, 2018,
p. 250). They can produce ‘content’ without being bound by the professional norms of
journalism (Schneiders & Stark, 2025, p. 3). This ‘digital transformation’ may endanger
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media quality and, by extension, democracy itself, which depends on a well-informed
public (Stark et al., 2021, p. 430). This raises the question of how high-quality journalism
can stand out from this information overload and thereby continue to contribute to the
functioning of democratic societies in a digitalized world (Kaczmarczyk, 2025, p. 12;
Min, 2022).

As a consequence of digitalization, the mere provision of information is no longer
a distinctive feature of journalism (Esser & Neuberger, 2019). If journalism is to avoid
losing its audience in the midst of a fast-paced information environment, it must sharpen
its profile: its specific function of providing orientation through contextualization needs
to be made visible. In an increasingly complex world marked by multiple crises, in-depth
analysis and contextualization are more important than ever and therefore constitute key
indicators of journalistic quality (Stark et al., 2021, p. 430; Bachmann et al., 2022, p. 17).
Journalism must thus become ‘journalism beyond pure information’. Audiences reward
such contextualization, as evidenced by formats such as the German weekly newspaper
Die Zeit, which remains successful despite the overall decline in print journalism (Meier
et al., 2024, p. 11).

Apart from such ‘flagship’ outlets, journalism faces a range of challenges resulting from
economic and technological transformations (Meier et al., 2024, p. 15; Whittle, 2024, p. 178).
Despite the expansion of digital offerings, journalism in Germany is under increasing
pressure (Von Garmissen et al., 2025, p. 5). In contrast, there is the ongoing ‘podcast
boom’: the steadily growing popularity of podcasts over the past years. This development
represents both a technological and substantive shift in the media landscape: innovative
actors can succeed even with niche topics (Katzenberger et al., 2025). Narrative elements
and storytelling are emerging as new journalistic genres (Lindgren, 2016; Schlütz, 2020;
Planer & Godulla, 2022; Michael, 2022; Krause & Uhrig, 2022).

At times, it is questioned whether this new medium can, in addition to providing
entertainment, also fulfill informational, critical, and watchdog functions and thus meet the
expectations of journalistic quality. It is striking, however, that in the podcast sphere, long
and in-depth formats in which political issues are discussed in detail and with substantial
background are highly popular, as evidenced by the success of podcasts such as ‘Politik
mit Anne Will’ or ‘Lage der Nation’, which regularly appear at the top of the charts on
German-language podcast platforms. This points to a countermovement to the fast-paced
information environment: a renewed focus on the contextualization of information, through
which journalism provides social orientation and contributes to opinion formation—a core
journalistic function (Dernbach et al., 2022, p. 334). Instead of prioritizing short-term
immediacy and rapid topic shifts, the emphasis shifts toward in-depth analysis, background
information, and the observation of long-term developments (Whittle, 2024, p. 171). This
‘slow pace’ may become a defining feature of journalism in the future. Rather than confining
itself to the mere reporting of facts and the description of problems, interpretive journalism
focuses on providing a broader contextualization of events and asking the question ‘Why?’
(Meier, 2018, p. 196), while solution-oriented future perspectives that address the question
‘What comes next?’ are the trademark of the more recent strand of constructive journalism
(Meier et al., 2024, p. 11). Can journalism, then, distinguish itself within the fast-paced
information environment through in-depth analysis and the contextualization of complex
political issues? And can this be achieved in podcasts? These are the fundamental questions
that guide the present study on the future of journalism.

We address these fundamental questions by examining a specific complex political
issue that preoccupied the German public debate in July 2025: the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’.
What began as a political dispute over the appointment of law professor Frauke Brosius-
Gersdorf as a judge on the Federal Constitutional Court, Germany’s highest court, quickly
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evolved in public debate into broader questions of whether this might trigger a government
crisis, whether political culture wars similar to those in the United States were emerging
in Germany, and whether compromise, as a democratic mechanism, was being eroded.
The issue developed rapidly, required substantial political and legal background knowl-
edge, and, due to the emotionalized nature of the debate, offered ample opportunity for
superficial-opinion formation. A debate that was both highly charged and compressed into
just a few weeks thus constitutes an ideal case for studying how complex political issues
are contextualized in podcasts. This results in the following two research questions:

• RQ1: To what extent do German-language podcasts offer an in-depth analysis of the
‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’ issue?

• RQ2: What different types of contextualization can we observe in different
podcast formats?

We address these research questions by conducting a qualitative content analysis
(Hemmler et al., 2022) of popular German podcasts from July 2025 that reported on the
issue. In a multi-stage procedure, 15 podcasts and 39 episodes were selected from the
‘Spotify Top 200’ and then transcribed. Using a coding scheme developed both deductively
and inductively—comprising categories for ‘topics’, ‘dimensions of context’, and ‘relational
levels’—the transcripts were subjected to a three-step manual content analysis. The pod-
casts were coded at the level of individual statements, which were classified according to
their semantic content and meaning. We define an individual statement as an argument
or position with consistent reference points and topics, made by a single speaker and
extending over one or more sentences or clauses. On this basis, we then carried out a
type-building procedure, which enabled us to identify different ‘types of contextualization’.
We examined the distribution of these types across the podcasts through ‘distant reading’
at several levels of analysis. The resulting patterns serve as indicators of relevance for
the qualitative interpretation: striking types of contextualization were subjected to ‘close
reading’, and the corresponding passages were interpreted in consideration of our research
questions (Birkner, 2022, p. 12; Komossa et al., 2024, p. 824).

Our study thus contributes to three highly topical debates in political journalism,
namely, (1) the importance of contextualization in a fast-paced information environment;
(2) the role of podcasts in digital transformation; and (3) the advancement of research on
journalistic quality, as this study is among the few that measure quality in journalism at
the level of individual statements rather than at the level of the news items themselves,
thereby offering useful methodological points of reference for future research on quality
in journalism.

Before presenting the analytical framework that we developed for this study to ex-
amine journalistic contextualization, along with the findings derived from it, we situate
our work within existing research on quality in journalism. To this end, we begin with the
following fundamental question: What functions can be attributed to political journalism
in a democracy?

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Democratic Function of Political Journalism

Democracies depend on the equal participation of their citizens. A prerequisite for
political participation is the ability to form opinions freely, enabling citizens to develop their
own positions on societally relevant issues and political decisions. Free opinion formation,
on the other hand, requires access to information concerning events of public significance.
In liberal democracies, mass media constitute the societal institutions responsible for
generating the public discourse necessary for this process. Their reporting must be both
critical and dialogue-oriented in order to illuminate as many perspectives as possible on
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relevant actors, events, and decisions. Political journalism therefore observes, reports on,
comments upon, and critiques events, conditions, and actions that occur within the societal
subsystem of politics. This typically concerns actors within the political–administrative
system but also encompasses political activities carried out by civil-society actors (Prinzing
& Blum, 2021, p. 21). On this basis, people are then able to form well-founded opinions on
political matters. The role of journalism in a democratic society is thus fulfilled through
three core functions, referred to as the ‘triad of functions’—the information function, the
watchdog function, and the opinion-forming function—which together enable citizens
to participate in and be integrated into political processes and ultimately society itself
(Schulz, 2011, p. 155).

With regard to the reporting practices of political journalism, two fundamentally
different perspectives can be distinguished. The first assumes that the information function
is best fulfilled when journalism adheres to objectivity. In this perspective, journalism
should act as an impartial mediator and represent observable reality as neutrally as possible
in order to facilitate free opinion formation (Meier, 2018, p. 196). Since the 1960s, however,
this notion of ‘objective journalism’ has been criticized from a constructivist perspective,
as the idea of a single ‘truth’ is considered unrealistic (Westerståhl, 1983, p. 407). After all,
the very act of selecting which issues are relevant for being reported already constitutes a
form of journalistic evaluation and is therefore not ‘objective’. The conception of journalism
as a neutral intermediary is thus regarded as excessively passive and carries the risk of
reproducing official statements by political actors and institutions without sufficient critical
scrutiny (Evers et al., 2021, p. 443; Meier, 2018, p. 195).

The second perspective therefore attributes an active role to political journalism:
“Those who engage in political journalism become active in a political sense as they analyze,
take a stance, alarm, scandalize, or engage in the political process like a seismograph”
(Prinzing & Blum, 2021, p. 21; translation by the authors). This perspective encompasses,
for example, investigative journalism, which assumes an active critique and control role
and thereby primarily fulfils the watchdog function of journalism (Meier, 2018, p. 195).
Constructive journalism, which not only describes problems but also identifies potential
solutions, also falls within this view (Evers et al., 2021, p. 449).

An active role is likewise ascribed to interpretative journalism. Rather than focusing
solely on reporting discrete events, it situates them within broader contexts and explains to
audiences the background knowledge necessary for understanding these events (Meier,
2018, p. 196). Putting it simply, interpretative journalism addresses the ‘W-questions’:
it not only asks ‘who’ did ‘what’ ‘when’, but also ‘why’. Events are examined within
their chronological contexts, social contexts are explicated, for example by employing
prevailing norms as interpretive frameworks. Finally, the resources and rules of other
societal subsystems are considered, as motives, interests, and objectives from political,
economic, or legal contexts are contrasted (Heijnk, 2021, p. 477). By asking ‘what now?’
interpretative and constructive reporting activates the audiences and supports processes of
opinion formation (Evers et al., 2021, p. 449).

It is within this perspective that we locate the concept of ‘contextualization’. The
capacity to provide interpretive context is a particular strength of political journalism in the
digital media age, where communication by political actors often takes the form of clientelist
messaging (Prinzing, 2021a, p. 532). As information increasingly reaches audiences directly
from political actors—especially via social media—allowing these actors to omit or obscure
their own errors, journalistic interpretation and critique become all the more essential.
In this sense, journalistic contextualization can also serve as a democratically significant
safeguard against populist simplification (Prinzing, 2021b, p. 713). In news journalism,
oriented primarily towards immediacy, however, there is often simply insufficient time for
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such contextual work. This observation has also been discussed under the concept of ‘slow
journalism’ (Le Masurier, 2015; Greenberg, 2007). While journalism that allows journalists
‘to take their time’ is nothing new and exists in forms such as investigative reporting, literary
journalism, and magazines with slow editing routines and long publication schedules (Le
Masurier, 2015, p. 142), the need to counter the fast-paced information environment through
in-depth research, explanation, and contextualization has become increasingly urgent.

‘Contextualization’ also encompasses the normative evaluation and commentary on
political performances, such as those staged in political TV talk shows (Schicha, 2021, p. 267).
Although these are, in their basic structure, dialogue-oriented—and may therefore appeal to
audience segments not reached by traditional news journalism—they tend to drift towards
‘politainment’. This is due to their strong emphasis on the visual, their function as a stage
for self-presentation, and the prioritization of controversy, which frequently overshadows
more deliberative forms of discourse (Geiß, 2021, p. 505). Podcasts reduce the conversation
to the auditory level and typically involve only a small number of interlocutors therefore
a deeper form of dialogic contextualization becomes possible, not least because of the
absence of visual stimuli (Perdomo & Lindgren, 2025, p. 36). The aspiration to provide ‘in-
depth background information and extensive political debates’ is found primarily among
so-called quality media, such as newspapers like The New York Times or the German
Die Zeit.

The question of journalistic quality, derived from the functions of journalism in demo-
cratic societies, is discussed in German-language scholarship under the labels ‘quality in
journalism’ (Arnold, 2009), ‘media quality’ (Serong, 2015), or ‘news quality’ (Voigt, 2016).
In the international literature, by contrast, terms such as ‘media performance’ (McQuail,
1992) or ‘journalistic excellence’ (Scheuer, 2008) have been used. This conceptual ambiguity
has hindered the development of a coherent international research agenda for journal-
istic quality. For this reason, following one of the first English-language encyclopedia
entries on the topic, this article employs the term ‘quality in journalism’, which is well
established in German-language scholarship (Meier, 2019) and is explained in detail in the
following section.

2.2. Quality in Journalism

Quality in journalism is a multidimensional construct that can be defined in terms of
democratic theory, economic considerations, or journalistic role conceptions. When quality
is understood as a relational construct, references are often made to the ‘magic polygon’
(Ruß-Mohl, 1992, p. 86). In this model, objectivity, complexity reduction, timeliness,
originality, and transparency are conceptualized as cornerstones of quality assessment.
However, these criteria overlap, partly contradict one another, and are contingent upon
the constraints of the respective medium. For example, a strong emphasis on immediacy
and concise brevity, advantageous in radio, comes at the expense of in-depth background
reporting (Geuß, 2018, p. 54). In contrast, podcasts are subject to few format restrictions
and therefore considered a suitable medium for in-depth insights and detailed analyses
(Whittle, 2024, p. 171).

In many studies, the above mentioned ‘triad of functions’ of journalism is employed
as a normative reference point for assessing journalistic quality (Meier, 2019, p. 2; Fög,
2024, p. 30; Fawzi & Mothes, 2020, p. 336; Stark et al., 2021, p. 431). Following Westerståhl
(1983), McQuail (1992) was the first to take the democratic values of freedom, equality,
and social order as the starting point for the conceptualization of quality in journalism.
From these, he derived quality criteria such as independence, diversity, and objectivity
(McQuail, 1992, p. 78). Objectivity has two dimensions, which lead to different quality
criteria: external objectivity asks, ‘What is correct?’, and aims at factual and transparent
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accuracy. Internal objectivity, by contrast, asks, ‘What is important?’, and is ensured
through relevance and balance (Westerståhl, 1983, p. 405). A central precondition for
internal objectivity is diversity, which can be regarded as the key to freedom of speech
and thus as the most important criterion supporting democracy (Udris et al., 2023, p. 63).
Accordingly, diversity is treated as a meta-norm in most studies that argue from a normative,
democracy-theoretical perspective (Geuß, 2018, p. 49; Schneiders & Stark, 2025, p. 431).
Following this argument, we locate ‘contextualization’ within internal objectivity.

However, the question of when there is ‘sufficient’ diversity for journalism to fulfil its
attributed function requires interpretation on a case-by-case basis. In this context, Maurer
et al. (2024b) identify, in their study on diversity in German public service broadcasting,
three key problems of diversity measurement:

1. What constitutes ‘sufficient’ diversity? Is it enough merely to mention controversial
opinions, or should they be balanced in a 50:50 ratio? Magin et al. (2025, p. 8)
warn against ‘false balance’, which arises when statements of varying relevance are
treated as equivalent due to formalized requirements. Diversity without evaluative
consideration could lead to an imbalance in thematic relevance (Schneiders & Stark,
2025, p. 5). For this reason, media content should not be compared with external ideal
standards; instead, comparisons should be made over time, between media genres,
and within media genres (Vogel et al., 2014; Meier, 2019, p. 6).

2. What are the boundaries of diversity? Pluralism does not mean ‘anything goes’ in
the sense of hostile antagonism, but rather that the media must provide a productive
space for the evaluative consideration of conflicting perspectives (Sax, 2022, p. 1658).
In the context of migration reporting, for instance, far-right statements that contradict
the principles of deliberative democracy are regarded as illegitimate and not as
contributing to balanced diversity (Magin et al., 2025, p. 5).

3. At what level should diversity be present? Diversity can be ensured across the media
system (Magin et al., 2025, p. 8). However, this becomes problematic when people use
only a small number of media outlets (Magin et al., 2025, p. 20). Diversity can also be
achieved within a single media outlet (Fög, 2024, p. 130). In this case, diversity does
not have to be realized within a single journalistic piece. Rather, there may be good
reasons to place different emphases at different points in time and across various
journalistic contributions of the same outlet without this necessarily being criticized
as ‘bias’.

Building on this, we argue that diversity manifests itself in various forms of contex-
tualization that are used within individual journalistic pieces. Contextualization serves
as a connecting principle that deepens the factual accuracy of reporting by providing
background information and enhances comprehensibility and accessibility through com-
plementary subjective evaluations. This leads us to the question of how contextualization
and journalistic quality have been examined to date.

Research on quality in journalism has thus far often been driven by media criticism. It
is linked to two types of transformation: first, the development of new media is routinely
accompanied by concerns about negative effects (Meier, 2019, p. 1). Second, societal crises
and controversial issues are important starting points for research on quality in journalism.

As far as the first point is concerned, digitalization has given rise to new communica-
tion platforms such as blogs, social network sites, and podcasts, on which new journalistic
formats are being developed (e.g., cross-media reporting and storytelling) (Haarkötter,
2018, p. 52). On the other hand, the digitalization of communication has led to a state of in-
formation overload, resulting in increasingly rapid—and at times even hectic—information
processing in journalism. As both a critique of this development and a counter-model,
the concept of ‘slow journalism’ has been discussed for several years (Greenberg, 2007; Le
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Masurier, 2015) and has been linked to the development of new media and concerns about
quality in journalism (Min, 2022, p. 30). By now, slow journalism encompasses a range of
aspects and normative demands, such as reporting only once a story has fully developed;
emphasizing investigative journalism without reliance on public relations material; prior-
itizing fewer but higher-quality news; and giving something back to the community by
treating audiences as partners (Neveu, 2016; Peñafiel-Saiz et al., 2022; Mehendale & Jaggi,
2023). While the concept of ‘slow journalism’ primarily addresses the production condi-
tions of journalism, the more active consideration of audiences also constitutes a central
component of the approach. The role of the audience is changing through the possibilities
of interactivity: the traditional mass media audience can turn into a ‘community’ that
provides immediate feedback (‘crowd criticism’) (Fengler, 2012). As a result, interactivity
has become one key quality criteria for digital media (Geuß, 2022, p. 288). Digital media,
including podcasts, is often less institutionalized than radio and television, for example.
This has led to concerns that these actors may have little or no journalistic professionalism
at all (Schneiders & Stark, 2025, p. 3; Stark et al., 2021, p. 430). Furthermore, in the flood
of information generated by digital communication, quality in journalism must not only
be produced but also be made visible. For this reason, findability and visibility are being
discussed as new criterions for quality in journalism (Schneiders & Stark, 2025, p. 15). A
survey of Polish media experts found that technological innovations such as artificial intel-
ligence are perceived as the greatest threat, as they enable the rapid dissemination of fake
news. Increasing sensationalism in journalism and a growing emphasis on entertainment
were also identified as risks to quality in journalism (Kaczmarczyk, 2025, p. 20). Only
a few media experts expressed the optimistic expectation that technological innovations
such as multimedia might enhance the diversity and plurality of content (Kaczmarczyk,
2025, p. 17). A study on online media in Germany, by contrast, showed that news articles
incorporating quotes from social media did not exhibit a greater diversity of perspectives.
This is because journalists also rely on familiar sources in digital media, with the result that
the same actors as always remain at the center of coverage (Oschatz et al., 2024, p. 1651).

The second important starting point for research on quality in journalism lies in societal
crises and controversial issues. For example, studies examining the quality of reporting
on migration often take as their starting point the accusation that the media covered the
issue in a one-sided manner (Maurer et al., 2019; Maurer et al., 2022; Maurer et al., 2023b;
Magin et al., 2025). The same starting point underpins studies on coverage of the COVID-19
pandemic (Maurer et al., 2021; Reinemann et al., 2024) and the war in Ukraine (Maurer
et al., 2023a; Maurer et al., 2024a). The pandemic in particular, as a novel event, required
reporting that provided extensive background information in order to explain the crisis.
In their study of German media coverage of the pandemic, Maurer et al. (2021, p. 20)
conceptualize ‘contextualization’ as ‘analytical quality’. They operationalize this concept
through comparisons (historical comparisons, cross-national comparisons, or comparisons
with other crises) and consequences (medical, social, and economic contexts). Half of
the items examined contained some form of contextualization in the shape of a statistical
comparison of new infections and death rates. However, these were almost exclusively
chronological or cross-national comparisons, while the consequences of the pandemic were
hardly addressed or systematically assessed in the analyzed journalistic pieces (Maurer
et al., 2021, p. 53).

Another line of research, which can only be briefly mentioned here, focuses on au-
diences’ expectations of journalistic quality. Key factors in quality evaluations include
the image of the media brand (Voigt, 2016), levels of media trust (Wladarsch, 2020), and
populist attitudes (Fawzi & Mothes, 2020). Arnold (2009) was the first to survey newspaper
readers about their motives for using newspapers and their quality expectations. His
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findings indicate that readers were aware of a lack of contextualization (Arnold, 2009,
p. 307).

Following the normative, democracy-theoretical perspective that conceptualizes diver-
sity as a meta-norm of quality in journalism, Bachmann et al. (2022) present the first study
to examine the congruence between quality criteria derived from democratic theory and
audience evaluations. Drawing on Habermas’s ideal of deliberative democracy, they iden-
tify, among other aspects, the explanation and contextualization of events as key functions
of journalism (Bachmann et al., 2022, p. 14). Their representative survey shows that the
deliberative ideal is strongly anchored in conceptions of journalistic quality in Switzerland.
The correlation is particularly high for judgments of relevance and least—although still
high—regarding contextualization (Bachmann et al., 2022, p. 31). The study is rooted in
the ‘Jahrbuch Qualität der Medien’ (Yearbook Quality in Media) (Fög, 2024), an extensive
quality-monitoring project conducted by the University of Zurich. This internationally
unique project has examined the Swiss media market since 2010. The fact that Switzerland
is a frontrunner in research on quality in journalism is linked to the importance of high
journalistic standards and a well-informed citizenry in a direct democracy (Fög, 2024, p. 7).
The longitudinal study examines various media types (subscription and tabloid newspa-
pers, public and commercial television, public radio, online newspapers, and ‘online pure’
news portals), but has so far not included podcasts (Fög, 2024, p. 124).

Quality is measured using four categories with several criteria: Relevance is coded
at the level of the individual item and is considered high when political or economic
hard news rather than soft news is reported and when institutions rather than individuals
are featured (Fög, 2024, p. 126). At the level of the media outlet as a whole, diversity
is measured by comparing the distribution of topics with a calculated ideal distribution,
according to which personalized soft news should occur less frequently than news about
political and economic institutions (Fög, 2024, p. 131). At the item level, source transparency
and original journalistic contribution are used as indicators of professionalism (Fög, 2024,
p. 127). Finally, the dimension of contextualization assesses whether an item provides
relevant background information: especially in today’s fast-paced information environment,
reporting that situates events within longer-term developments is regarded as a key quality
criterion (Fög, 2024, p. 126). Journalism also provides valuable interpretation when actors’
strategies and interests become comprehensible and open to critique. Opinion-oriented
formats likewise offer opportunities to make different viewpoints understandable and
thus support processes of opinion formation (Fög, 2024, p. 127)—this can also be applied
to podcasts.

The Swiss study has inspired a cross-national project (‘Media Performance and Democ-
racy’) that examines quality in journalism in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland (Stark
et al., 2021; Udris et al., 2023). This project likewise adopts a democracy-theoretical per-
spective, analyzes the classical media types (excluding podcasts), and analyzes at the level
of individual items. In Germany, professionalism and contextualization are the dimensions
that most clearly distinguish high-quality from low-quality outlets. In Germany, the weekly
newspaper Die Zeit ranks first in terms of contextualization performance. Because of its
characteristic long reads, it is considered particularly well suited to this quality dimen-
sion (Stark et al., 2021, p. 438). The compact ‘Tagesschau’, a prominent public broadcast
television newscast, despite its short format, still falls in the lower mid-range, whereas its
online counterpart even reaches rank 5 out of 19. In Germany and Switzerland, ‘online
pure’ outlets perform worst (Stark et al., 2021, p. 444). This cannot be attributed to format
constraints alone, which makes concerns about a loss of quality in this category plausible. A
publication from the same project likewise concludes that, for online media, it is not format
boundaries but editorial strategies and the organizational structures of media companies

https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010032

https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010032


Journal. Media 2026, 7, 32 9 of 29

that determine content quality (Udris et al., 2023, p. 73). This corresponds with the finding
that the online counterparts of newspapers perform slightly better in terms of contextualiza-
tion than their print editions. Accompanying online offerings can therefore provide more
in-depth contextualization alongside compact television and radio formats (Stark et al.,
2021, p. 439), which was less the case in Switzerland (Fög, 2024, p. 85). Thus, sweeping
concerns about an overall decline in quality online can be partially debunked—except in
the case of social media channels, which are consistently rated lowest due to their high
degree of personalization (Stark et al., 2021, p. 443).

Given their longitudinal research design, it is understandable that neither the ‘Jahrbuch
Qualität der Medien’ nor the cross-national project ‘Media Performance and Democracy’
explicitly examines a relatively new medium such as podcasts but instead focus on estab-
lished media types. We therefore conclude by taking a closer look at the current state of
podcast research on quality in journalism.

Kläs and Birkner (2020) identify a research gap regarding podcasts and quality in
journalism. To address this gap, they examine the popular podcast genre ‘true crime’ using
Ruß-Mohl’s ‘magic polygon,’ which they extend by adding the criterion of subjectivity (Kläs
& Birkner, 2020, p. 7). They argue that true-crime podcasts constitute a form of narrative
journalism and that subjective opinions are deliberately employed as a counterpoint to the
classical notion of objectivity. Their analysis shows that these podcasts report events in a
factual, evidence-based manner, typically followed immediately by subjective, commentary-
like interpretations. As a result, the boundaries between formats such as interviews, news,
and opinions become blurred (Kläs & Birkner, 2020, p. 10). The role of subjectivity,
which appears in podcasts as a complement to objectivity, is a relevant insight that is also
supported by other studies. Since subjectivity stands in tension with the norm of objectivity,
the importance of transparency has moved to the forefront of podcast research (Perdomo &
Rodrigues-Rouleau, 2022, p. 15; Sánchez De La Nieta Hernández et al., 2024, p. 122). What
is disclosed can be evaluated, so self-transparency, the disclosure of sources and conflicts
of interest, and information about investigative procedures constitute important quality
criteria (Geuß, 2022, p. 295). Subjective commentary—provided it is transparent—can
fulfil a journalistic orientation function, as complex ethical questions can be discussed in
an accessible way through a personalized hosting style in podcasts (Geuß, 2022, p. 301).
The narrative perspective typical of podcasts offers structure and orientation, as Kalch and
Schlütz (2022) demonstrate for podcasts on environmental and sustainability issues. By
adopting a particular perspective, hosts organize events and embed them within broader
contexts. This enhances the perceived authenticity of the communication (Kalch & Schlütz,
2022, p. 420). In doing so, hosts live up to their stated aim of providing audiences with
guidance, orientation, and support (Katzenberger et al., 2022, p. 36).

Frühbrodt and Auerbacher (2021, p. 106) compare German podcasts on political
issues using a set of quality criteria: diversity, relevance and timeliness, entertainment
value (with the subcategories narration, emotion, and personalization), credibility (with
the subcategories transparency and neutrality), and accessibility (with the subcategories
comprehensibility and context and critique). The findings related to the last category are
central to our study. They show that news podcasts prioritize accessibility over enter-
tainment. However, their high scores are largely attributable to comprehensibility and
only to a much lesser extent to context and critique. This is particularly noteworthy given
that ‘largely monothematic podcasts’ (Frühbrodt & Auerbacher, 2021, p. 117) should in
principle provide sufficient space for in-depth contextualization. In this respect, political
podcasts are not living up to their full potential. At the time of the study, however, the
podcasts produced by German media organizations were still in an experimental phase, in
which they were used primarily as cross-media marketing tools (Frühbrodt & Auerbacher,
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2021, p. 122). It is possible that they have since become more fully ‘professionalized’ in
journalistic terms. Since podcasts are by no means ‘largely monothematic’, we interpret the
findings of our study in relation to both mono- and polythematic episodes.

The review of the state of research yields four central insights: (1) in quality mon-
itoring, podcasts have not yet been established as a distinct medium, revealing a clear
research gap; (2) contextualization is a dimension through which quality journalism can
distinguish itself, particularly in the context of complex current crises; (3) audio(-visual)
long-form formats and online offerings sometimes provide excellent, and sometimes only
limited, journalistic contextualization; and (4) comparisons across media types are useful
for assessing differences in quality potential, while comparisons within a single medium
make it possible to examine differences in the editorial strategies of podcast brands. On this
basis, we conclude that examining the contextualization provided in podcasts on a complex
political issue is highly relevant. To address this research gap, we first introduce the case
we analyzed—the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’—and then describe the analytical framework
we developed for this purpose.

2.3. The Complex Case of the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’

As we have shown, quality in journalism is a multifaceted concept: what is considered
functional and desirable depends on genre, medium, and target audience (McQuail, 1992,
p. 11; Stark et al., 2021, p. 430; Bachmann et al., 2022, p. 11). Case studies are better suited
to capturing this complexity than purely quantitative approaches (McQuail, 1992, p. 97).
Accordingly, our study focuses on the debate surrounding the failed appointment of three
judges to the German Federal Constitutional Court in July 2025, which was frequently
referred to in public discourse as the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’ (‘CBG’). The controversy
led to conflict within the governing coalition of the CDU/CSU and SPD and triggered
a broader debate about the mobilization strategies of right-wing political actors around
controversial societal issues such as abortion. Numerous podcasts subsequently addressed
the political processes that led to the failed appointments, the reaction of the media, and
the question of whether the debate represented a kind of ‘culture war.’

The controversy originated with the replacement of three positions on the Second
Senate of the Federal Constitutional Court. Among others, the Social Democratic Party
(SPD) nominated Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf, a professor of public law with a focus on
constitutional and social law at the University of Potsdam. The media debate began on June
30th with a report in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) suggesting that Brosius-
Gersdorf’s election could lead to a liberalization of abortion law in Germany (Klenner,
2025). On July 1st, the right-libertarian news platform Apollo News reported on the issue
(Roland, 2025), followed by high-reach conservative outlets such as NIUS, BILD, Neue
Zürcher Zeitung (NZZ), and WELT. Political actors such as Alice Weidel, chair of the
far-right party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), picked up the issue on X (Sälhoff, 2025).
AfD member of parliament Beatrix von Storch declared the vote a matter of conscience
and publicly criticized CDU chancellor Friedrich Merz in the Bundestag for supporting the
candidate (Deutschlandfunk, 2025a). The petition platform CitizenGo called on supporters
to send mass emails to CDU members of parliament in order to prevent Brosius-Gersdorf’s
election (CitizenGo, 2025).

These actors linked the usually low-profile process of judicial appointment to broader
societal controversies: disinformation regarding Brosius-Gersdorf’s positions on human
dignity and abortion law, mandatory vaccination during the COVID-19 pandemic, and a
potential ban of the AfD was disseminated by Christian anti-abortion activists and far-right
activists (Hillebrand et al., 2025), portraying her as a ‘radical left-wing activist’ allegedly
unfit to serve on the Federal Constitutional Court (Deutschlandfunk, 2025b). In addition,
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on July 10th, it was reported that the ‘plagiarism hunter’ Manfred Weber was examining
Brosius-Gersdorf’s doctoral dissertation for irregularities (Frigelj & Steffes-Lay, 2025).

The parliament was scheduled to vote on the nominees on July 11th. To reach the
required two-thirds majority, the governing parties would have needed not only the
support of the opposition party Bündnis 90/Die Grünen but also additional votes from
either Die Linke or the AfD (Tagesschau, 2025). In the days leading up to the vote, however,
dissenting voices within the CDU/CSU parliamentary group became increasingly vocal
in their opposition to Brosius-Gersdorf. It became uncertain whether the parliamentary
party leader, Jens Spahn, would be able to secure the necessary unity. Under the pressure
of the heated public debate, the vote was removed from the agenda (Reimer, 2025). Since
this occurred on the final day before the parliamentary summer recess, the question of the
judicial appointments remained unresolved.

The public debate continued: Societal actors such as church representatives voiced
both criticism and support (ZDFheute, 2025). On July 15th, Brosius-Gersdorf responded in
an open letter and in the political talk show ‘Markus Lanz’, contesting the false claims made
about her and her legal reasoning (ZDF, 2025). At the end of July, the governing coalition
of the CDU/CSU and SPD was still divided over how to proceed (Der Spiegel, 2025a). In
early August, Brosius-Gersdorf ultimately withdrew her candidacy in order to prevent
a government crisis and to avoid damaging the reputation of the Federal Constitutional
Court (Der Spiegel, 2025b). The core public debate over the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’ was
thus clearly limited to the period of July 2025.

This case illustrates how political journalism provides orientation through contextu-
alization: the complex dynamics of the parliamentary election process, its implications
for the cohesion of the governing coalition, the mechanisms of public mobilization, and
the factual basis of the legal positions all require explanation. Only with adequate knowl-
edge of these backgrounds and contexts can audiences form well-founded opinions and
make sense of the highly emotionalized debate. From this, we derive the following two
research questions:

• RQ1: To what extent do German-language podcasts offer an in-depth analysis of the
issue ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’?

• RQ2: What different types of contextualization can we observe in different podcast
formats?

To address these two research questions, we analyze quality within the episodes at
the level of individual statements and compare the podcasts with regard to their format
characteristics and the types of contextualization that define them. In the following, we
present the analytical framework we developed for this case study, based on the theoretical
foundations and the state of research on quality in journalism presented above.

2.4. Analytical Framework

The ‘Jahrbuch Qualität der Medien’ mentioned above examines, under the dimen-
sion of ‘topic orientation’, whether events are situated within chronological and thematic
contexts, and, under the dimension of ‘interpretive performance,’ whether the interests,
strategies, and positions of actors involved are analyzed. Bachmann et al. (2022) and
Stark et al. (2021) employ the same analytical framework, with the latter noting that it
is useful to draw on framing theory as a point of reference (Stark et al., 2021, p. 433). In
this perspective, contextualization then consists of four components: context, evaluation,
causes and consequences. Frühbrodt and Auerbacher (2021, p. 111) operationalize their
category of accessibility in a similar way: accessible reporting conveys complex events in
an understandable manner, provides overarching contexts and offers potential solutions
to societal problems. It presents the motives of political actors in a comprehensible way
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and subjects them to critique with regard to the consequences of events (Frühbrodt & Auer-
bacher, 2021, p. 111). Magin et al. (2023, p. 677) refer to these criteria as ‘discursivity’ in the
Habermasian sense. Drawing on the various studies of quality in journalism, we derive the
following analytical framework, which is divided into two main categories—‘dimension
of context’ and ‘relational level’—each comprising five subcategories. The explanation of
these categories is likewise oriented toward the journalistic ‘W-questions’ (Heijnk, 2021,
p. 477).

The main category, ‘dimension of context’, consists of the following subcategories:

• ‘Background information’ includes statements that answer the question ‘What is
established?’. These statements take the form of factual, basic assertions (e.g., the
general procedure of the judicial appointment process independent of the specific case),
and describe political processes, conditions, and initial situations that provide the
necessary prior knowledge for understanding the ‘CBG’. This category also comprises
information that podcast hosts or guests report as ‘behind-the-scenes’ insights and
present as factual.

• ‘Actors’ motives’ focuses on individuals and collective actors and answers the question
‘Who does what, and why?’. The statements in this category illuminate the interests of
the actors involved in the ‘CBG’, explain their strategies, and thereby reveal conflicts
between them (e.g., competing goals within the government or the interests of church
actors). This category explicitly does not refer to anonymous ‘processes’, but to specific
persons and groups, thus rendering their actions open to critique. Coded here are both
motives articulated directly by actors interviewed in the podcast episode and motives
attributed to them by the hosts or other speakers in the podcast.

• ‘Causes’ captures statements through which the podcasts address the question ‘Why
did this happen?’. These statements explain which events and processes are causally
related to the central development (e.g., the failure of the judicial appointment or
the media campaign against Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf). In this category, errors are
identified, and responsibility is assigned.

• ‘Consequences’ refers to statements that tell the audience ‘What follows from this?’.
This category includes statements that describe anticipated (rather than already occur-
ring) outcomes, offer predictions, or formulate prospects regarding where the ‘CBG’
might lead (e.g., how the vote could be rescheduled, whether the Court’s reputation
might be damaged, whether the government might fail, or how the AfD should be
dealt with). In doing so, podcasts move beyond purely fact-based reporting and
adopt a more constructive, interpretive form of journalism. By opening up a range
of possibilities, they enable debate and encourage audiences to think further about
the issue.

• ‘Evaluation’ corresponds to the subjective component and addresses the question
‘What do we make of this?’. In this category, we code statements in which podcast
hosts or guests move beyond an objective description of the facts and articulate their
personal views. They assess the relevance of facts, causes, and consequences, and
provide personal judgments or rationales that can offer audiences guidance for forming
their own opinions (e.g., whether the event is indeed an indication of a government
crisis, or whether there is reason to be concerned about the state of public debate in
the country).

As the examples illustrate, the ‘dimensions of context’ relate to different levels of the
‘CBG’. We include this aspect in our analysis with the second main category, ‘relational
level’. This dimension specifies what a given statement about ‘background information’,
‘actors’ motives’, ‘causes’, ‘consequences’, or ‘evaluation’ refers to. We distinguish between
political, societal, factual-regulatory, chronological, and economic contexts:
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• Political contexts refer to ‘polities’ in the narrower sense (actors in parliament, parties,
and parliamentary groups).

• Societal contexts refer to social norms, media discourses, and publicly debated posi-
tions (i.e., ‘policies’ in a broad sense, such as attitudes toward abortion).

• Factual-regulatory contexts refer to conditions in the legal sphere and within the
political system as far as formalized procedures are concerned (i.e., ‘politics’ processes
such as the procedure in the electoral committee).

• Chronological contexts were coded when explicit reference was made to the past or
the future.

• Economic contexts comprise statements in which financial aspects are at the center
of attention.

We assume that the two main categories, each with their five subcategories, capture
fundamental principles of journalistic contextualization and can therefore be applied
beyond this specific case. To establish the link to the ‘CBG’ case study, we introduce a third
category: ‘topics’. The topic-codes were inductively developed during a close reading of
the material. Topics and events that appeared repeatedly in the podcasts were noted as
potential topic-code. In several coding meetings, these codes were compared, refined, split,
and regrouped until a valid instrument with 29 topic-codes had been established. These
answer the question ‘What happened when and where?’ and can be grouped into five
major topics:

• ‘Stability of the governing coalition’ includes statements concerning the two governing
parties and their relations with one another as well as with the opposition parties.
This also includes the discussion about a possible leadership crisis in the governing
party CDU.

• ‘FBG’ includes statements that are directly related to the candidate Frauke Brosius-
Gersdorf herself, e.g., her positions on abortion.

• ‘Crisis of democracy’ covers statements about the campaign-like defamation of the
candidate and the question of whether the culture of public debate is shifting toward
a culture war.

• ‘Media events’ includes, among other things, references to Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf’s
appearance on the talk show Lanz on 15 July and to chancellor Merz’s summer
interview on July 20th.

• ‘Federal Constitutional Court’ includes statements about the nomination process and
the role of the Federal Constitutional Court within the German political system.

The very fact that certain topic-codes were developed and others were not already
provides an indication of which aspects of the issue were addressed in the analyzed
podcasts and which were not. Before presenting the results of our analysis in more detail,
we first outline our selection of material and methodological approach.

3. Materials and Methods
Although podcasts can by now be considered an established medium, they remain in

a state of dynamic development. Various providers—from established media organizations
to independent podcasters—publish a wide range of formats: these include short episodes
released on a daily basis that cover current news and resemble traditional newscasts, as
well as multi-hour conversations on niche topics that appear only irregularly. In order
to account for this diversity, we do not restrict our analysis to specific podcast genres or
providers but instead use popularity as our starting point. For the analysis of the ‘CBG’
case, we therefore collected data on the German ‘Spotify Top 200 Podcasts’. Spotify is
the most widely used audio streaming platform among the main podcast audience in
Germany (the population aged 14–49) (Müller, 2025a, 2025b). We therefore assume that the
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most popular podcasts on Spotify are also among the most popular podcasts in Germany
in general.

The next selection criterion was whether the episode title or description explicitly
referred to Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf, the Federal Constitutional Court, or the vote in the
Parliament. Podcasts in which no clear thematic link could be identified were then excluded.
In this way, 66 relevant episodes were identified. Their distribution over the study period
is shown in Figure 1. It is already apparent that four key events drove podcast engagement
with the ‘CBG’: the general debate in the Parliament (July 9th), during which AfD member
of parliament Beatrix von Storch confronted the chancellor; the removal of the vote on
the candidates from the parliaments agenda (July 11th); Brosius-Gersdorf’s appearance
on the television talk show ‘Markus Lanz’ (July 15th); and the chancellor’s summer press
conference (July 17th).

 

Figure 1. Podcast episodes addressing the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’, selected from the German
Spotify Top 200 (n = 66).

For the 66 selected episodes, we also recorded their duration. Approximately one
third of the episodes were around 40 min or longer. These 23 long-form episodes were
directly selected for the content analysis. The remaining thematically relevant episodes
were only about 10 to 30 min in length and followed the style of traditional newscasts,
covering several current political issues within a single episode. These shorter formats were
then examined to determine whether the ‘CBG’ was featured as a clearly identifiable main
topic in the episode. Some podcasts, which usually offer short formats covering multiple
topics, published longer episodes focusing specifically on the ‘CBG’ (e.g., ‘Auf den Punkt’
on July 19th). It was noticeable on several occasions that the issue was discussed in update
episodes, leading to podcasts publishing two episodes on the same day (e.g., ‘Politico’ on
July 7th and 11th, ‘Was jetzt?’ on July 11th). We interpret this as an indication of the high
relevance of the issue. On this basis, 16 additional episodes were selected, resulting in a
final sample of 39 episodes.

Because podcasts are sometimes broadly characterized as ‘largely monothematic’
(Frühbrodt & Auerbacher, 2021), we introduced an additional aspect for differentiating
our findings by comparing mono- and polythematic podcast episodes. We assume that, in
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particular, long-form monothematic formats are capable of providing in-depth contextual-
ization. However, it cannot be ruled out that shorter formats also show contextualization
(Stark et al., 2021, p. 439), especially when they are monothematic, such as update episodes.

The 39 episodes analyzed originate from 15 different podcasts and amount to a total
of 1450 min. Based on the recorded variables (date, duration, and topical format), episodes
sharing the same characteristics were grouped together. This allows for an analysis of
developments over the course of July and for a comparison of mono- versus polythematic
long- versus short-form formats. The podcasts analyzed are as follows:

• 0630—der News-Podcast: short-form polythematic on July 11th, 14th, and 16th
• Politik mit Anne Will: long-form monothematic on July 15th, long-form polythematic

on July 19th
• Apokalypse & Filterkaffee: long-form monothematic on July 12th and 26th, long-form

polythematic on July 1st, 17th, 18th, and 21st
• Auf den Punkt: short-form polythematic on July 13th and 19th
• Augstein & Blome: long-form polythematic on July 17th
• Der Tag: long-form polythematic on July 11th and 16th
• FAZ Podcast für Deutschland: long-form polythematic on July 11th, short-form poly-

thematic on July 14th and 18th
• FAZ Frühdenker—Die Nachrichten am Morgen: short-form polythematic on July 11th
• Lanz & Precht: long-form monothematic on July 17th
• The Pioneer Briefing—Nachrichten aus Politik und Wirtschaft: short-form polythe-

matic on July 14th
• Politico Berlin Playbook: long-form polythematic on July 11th, short-form poly-

thematic on July 7th (Update), 9th, and 15th, short-form monothematic on July
11th (Update)

• Das Politikteil: long-form monothematic on July 17th and 31st
• Ronzheimer: long-form monothematic on July 9th, 11th, 13th, and 15th, long-form

polythematic on July 14th
• Table Today—mit Michael Bröcker und Helene Bubrowski: long-form polythematic

on July 12th
• Was jetzt?: short-form polythematic on July 11th, 11th (Update), and 15th, long-form

polythematic on July 26th

The analytical framework was then applied in a multi-stage procedure. In the first
step, the transcripts were read and corrected by simultaneously listening to the podcast
episodes. In the second step, the inductive topic codes were assigned and refined. In
the third step, the ‘relational levels’ were coded, and in the fourth and final step, the
‘dimensions of context’ were coded. A subset of episodes was coded by both coders, and
the results were compared; discrepancies were discussed until a joint decision was reached.
This corresponds to the principle of discursive validation commonly used in qualitative
research (Hemmler et al., 2022, p. 207). Coding decisions made individually by each coder
were likewise discussed in weekly coding meetings, so that here, too, the final results were
based on shared decisions.

A central principle of the analysis was the multiple coding of a statement. The coding
unit was not the sentence or paragraph, but the substantive statement, as an argument or
position may extend across several sentences or clauses. Relevant statements in the podcasts
were coded with exactly one subcategory from the ‘dimensions of context’ and one from the
‘relational levels’. The intersection of these codes yields the ‘types of contextualization’ that
are central to the analysis. Therefore, for example, the cause of an event (the failure of the
vote) can be located at the political level (a lack of leadership on the part of the chancellor) or
at the societal level (a media campaign against the candidate). The resulting consequences
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may likewise be situated at the societal level (a changing culture of public debate), at the
political level (a collapse of the government), or at the factual-regulatory level (a reform of
the judicial appointment procedure). The principle of multiple coding and type formation
also applies to the inductive codes: statements may contain any number of ‘topics’. The
intersection of these codes makes the perspective of the discussion visible. For instance, the
theme of a ‘culture war’ may be discussed in relation to abortion or mandatory vaccination,
linked to comparisons with the United States of America, or used to address the domestic
political situation (e.g., the problem of securing a sometimes necessary two-thirds majority
in parliament). To our knowledge, neither the analysis of journalistic quality at the level
of individual statements nor the development of types through multiple coding has been
carried out to date in research on podcasts or on quality in journalism.

Depending on the combination of codes, detailed thematic fields and types emerge
that render the podcasts’ contextualizing performance substantively tangible. A ‘distant
reading’ of these code patterns allows us to draw conclusions about changes over time
and differences between podcasts. Starting from the most frequent types, we then identify
characteristic passages that we analyze in greater depth through ‘close reading’ in light of
our research questions.

4. Results
4.1. Topics and Context

As mentioned earlier, we identified 29 different events and topics, referred to in the
podcasts in relation to the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’ (‘CBG’). We then combined them
into 5 different major topics: ‘stability of the governing coalition’, ‘FBG’, ‘media events’,
‘Federal Constitutional Court’, and ‘crisis of democracy’. Overall, the most mentioned major
topic (467 mentions) was ‘stability of the governing coalition,’ which includes statements
regarding the two governing parties and their relationship among themselves and with
the opposition parties. Often the narrative here was focused on the possible instability of
the governing coalition because Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf was the candidate of the SPD
and representatives of the governing party CDU/CSU became increasingly critical of her
candidacy while it was getting more unclear if the parliamentary party leader Jens Spahn
and chancellor Merz could get their party members to vote for the agreed deal. Hence, it
was not only described as a dispute between the parliamentary party groups but also as a
sign of weak leadership on the part of the party leadership.

With 295 mentions, ‘FBG’ (topics directly related to the candidate Frauke Brosius-
Gersdorf herself) was the second most mentioned major topic. Here, we combined all
topics and events that focused on the candidate herself. This included, first and foremost,
her position on the issue of abortion, which was the main target of her opponents, leading
to a right-wing media-campaign, but also her appearance on the well-known German
television talk show ‘Markus Lanz’ on July 15th. Other ‘media events’ (163 mentions) in
the context of ‘CBG’ like the traditional summer interviews with high-ranking politicians,
e.g., chancellor Merz and Alice Weidel from the far-right opposition party AfD, or the
reporting on political events like the general budget debate in the parliament that referred
to ‘CBG’ ranked on third place closely followed by the topic ‘Federal Constitutional Court’
(157 mentions). This topic summarizes information on the election process for the Federal
Constitutional Court and its role in the political system in Germany in general. The last
but even more interesting major topic is ‘crisis of democracy’ (141 mentions). This topic
within the discussion of ‘CBG’ in the analyzed podcasts shows a first glimpse of a broader
contextualization of the issue. Here, connections were drawn between the issue ‘CBG’
and more fundamental political and societal problems: the loss of compromise as a basic
element of democracy, the coarsening of social discourse often described in the podcasts as
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a culture war, and, last but not least, the politicization of appointments to the highest court,
drawing parallels with the latest appointments to the Supreme Court in the U.S.

Looking at the chronological development of the five main topics identified during
the study period as shown in Figure 2, some interesting insights emerge: Initially, in
the first few days, the two topics of ‘stability of the governing coalition’ and ‘Federal
Constitutional Court’ were equally at the center of the discussion. While the topic ‘stability
of the governing coalition’ remained strongly represented throughout most of the timeframe
and only took up less space towards the end, the topic of ‘Federal Constitutional Court’
remained in the background for most of the time and only received attention again in the
last episodes analyzed. Regarding the topic of ‘FBG’ there is an interesting observation to
be made: although the candidate herself was of little interest in the first week of July, she
became increasingly important and ultimately the dominant topic in the final phase (July
19th until July 26th). This happened over a week after the election had been called off and
Brosius-Gersdorf had appeared in the TV talk show ‘Markus Lanz’. Although the topics
‘media event’ and ‘crisis of democracy’ only play a minor role, they were nevertheless
present throughout the entire study period. Regarding the topic ‘crisis of democracy’,
however, it should be noted that it was the subject of intense discussion at the first phase
(July 7th until July 9th)—in the week of parliamentary sessions during which the left and
right wing parties put pressure on the CDU/CSU and it became apparent that the election
might fail—and was only then more or less replaced by the topic ‘FBG’.

 

Figure 2. Main topics concerning the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’ discussed in the podcasts (n = 39).

While the topic ‘crisis of democracy’ has already shown a connection to a broader
contextualization of the issue ‘CBG’ in the analyzed podcasts, it is now time to take a look
at the two core dimensions of the analysis: the development of the different ‘dimensions of
context’ and their ‘relational level’ throughout the analyzed timeframe.

As previously stated, we define contextualization as one of the core functions of jour-
nalism, which consists of the two subdimensions ‘dimension of context’ and ‘relational
level’. Before looking into the relationship between the two, we first analyze their develop-
ment separately. As Figure 3 shows, the first podcast episodes focused primarily on giving
facts and background information and on the actor’s motives, both remaining the top
dimensions of context for the first phase until July 9th. After the election was canceled on
July 11th, the podcasts focused on the evaluation of the issue. While some argued this could
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be a sign of a major government crisis between the coalition parties, other podcasts viewed
it as ‘just’ an unprecedented case of weak leadership by chancellor Merz. In combination
with the evaluation of the issue, the podcasts examined the causes of the failed election in
parliament. One important explanation is that the issue of abortion touches on the ‘identity’
of the conservative CDU party and caused some delegates to withdraw their support for
the candidate. Chancellor Merz and the parliamentary group leader Jens Spahn recognized
this too late, which is why their weak leadership was seen as the main cause of the problem.

 

Figure 3. Dimensions of context identified in the podcasts (n = 39).

After the election was cancelled, Parliament’s summer recess began immediately,
meaning that no further developments regarding the actor’s motives were to be expected.
Apparently, the podcasts had provided the necessary background information, allowing
them to turn their attention to the future: the consequences of the failed appointment got
more attention in the second half of July, especially from July 17th until July 19th. Overall,
the two most coded dimensions of contexts are ‘Evaluation’ (418 mentions) and ‘Back-
ground information’ (311 mentions), followed by ‘Causes’ (225 mentions), ‘Consequences’
(195 mentions) and ‘Actor’s motives’ (194 mentions).

Looking, at the relational level, at which different dimensions of context could be
referred to by the podcasters, we distinguish between political, societal, factual-regulatory,
chronological, and economic contexts. As Figure 4 shows, political contexts were unsur-
prisingly by far the most relational level that was referred to (601 mentions overall making
up to approximately half of all relational levels). Interestingly, however, this relational level
decreased significantly over time and was replaced by the relation to the societal context,
which is the second most used relational level (340 mentions overall).

Although the events were placed in chronological context in order to explain the
dynamics of the sudden change in mood among CDU delegates and the high pressure
that prevailed in the last few days before the parliamentary summer recess, chronological
contexts (183 mentions overall) were referred to far less frequently than the two mentioned
before; however, this was done quite consistently throughout the timeframe. On the other
hand, relations to the factual-regulatory context (221 mentions overall) were primarily
drawn following the appearance by Brosius-Gersdorf in the talk show ‘Markus Lanz’.
The main reason for this was that the primary aim of the interview was to give her the
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opportunity to explain her positions as a legal scholar. In the interview, she described to
the audience how the events had unfolded, for example how the formal procedure of the
nomination process works and that the judges of the Federal Constitutional Court occupy
a neutral role and collaborate through discussion and reasoned debate. She concluded that
the accusations of her being a ‘political activist’ were unfounded, as all of her work is based
on scholarly reasoning. Finally, it is no surprise that the economic context was related to a
barely noteworthy extent (only 7 mentions overall).

 

Figure 4. Relational levels identified in the podcasts (n = 39).

4.2. Types of Contextualization

Based on the initial descriptive approach to the results we will now focus on a more
analytical approach for looking into the contextualization of the issue ‘CBG’ in the top
podcasts in Germany. To do this, we will take a first step by looking into the combinations
of the two subdimensions ‘dimensions of context’ and ‘relational level’. As every type
of context has an area it refers to, this leads us to different types of contextualization of
the issue ‘CBG’ in the analyzed podcasts. A total of 23 different combinations of the two
sub-dimensions can be identified, with the seven most common combinations accounting
for just under two-thirds (61%) of all combinations. Figure 5 shows these most common
types of contextualization.

Bearing in mind the results for the subdimension ‘relational level’ it comes with no
surprise that political contextualization is predominant. However, it is noteworthy that all
five types of contexts are not only combined with the political context and that these are
part of the most common combinations, but that they are also relatively evenly distributed
among themselves, with the exception of political evaluation being the top combination
overall. What is surprising, however, is that the evaluation related to the societal level
comes in a strong second. Even more so as this relation did appear in the main topic ‘crisis
of democracy’ but played only a minor role regarding the main topics overall. Finally, we
have to recognize that giving political and factual-regulatory background information are
also relevant elements in the contextualization of the issue CBG. However, the comparison
shows that these two types, which are directly related to the traditional informational
function of journalism, are only secondary to the other types of contextualization. This
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can be interpreted to mean that the opinion-forming function of journalism is particularly
prevalent in the podcasts analyzed.

 

Figure 5. Most common types of contextualization in the podcasts (code-combination accounting for
61 percent of codings).

So far, however, we have only taken an overall look at the podcasts analyzed. The
next analytical step is therefore to look at the individual podcasts themselves to determine
which types of contextualization can be identified in which podcasts. To analyze the level of
individual podcasts, we take the seven most common types of contextualization identified
previously as a baseline and examine their occurrence within each individual podcast. As
Figure 6 shows, several trends can be identified among different podcasts.

Figure 6. Occurrence of the most common types of contextualization per individual podcast.
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First of all, it comes with no surprise that political evaluation appears prominently
in all podcasts. However, it is significantly more prominent in some than in others. For
example, political evaluation accounts for almost a third of the podcasts ‘FAZ Podcast für
Deutschland’, ‘Augstein & Blome’ and ‘Politik mit Anne Will’. It is important to note that
the ‘FAZ Frühdenker’ podcast addressed the topic very briefly. Consequently, the relevant
percentages should not be overinterpreted.

The following example shows how the host Anne Will assessed the issue, taking into
account the actions of a leading member of the controversial far-right opposition party AfD:

“I think that captures the whole spectrum. It is complex, it is complicated. It calls
for nuance, but also for stepping back from yourself. (. . .) Beatrix von Storch
acts in a completely different way. If you keep all of this in mind and then listen
to what she did on Wednesday during the so-called government questioning:
Friedrich Merz subjected himself to questions from the members of parliament,
and now we will hear what Ms von Storch does, who is clearly trying to set a trap
for Friedrich Merz.” (Politik mit Anne Will, 15 July 2025)

At the other end of the spectrum, political evaluation accounts for just over 10% in the
podcasts ‘Was jetzt?’ and ‘Der Tag’, and in ‘Lanz & Precht’, the share is even less than 10%.
Instead, the latter is significantly focused on the societal evaluation of the issue. Against the
backdrop of the public debate focusing on the candidate Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf, Markus
Lanz, one of the hosts of ‘Lanz & Precht’, clearly related the issue to society as a whole, as
the following example illustrates:

“Lanz: When I read this, I think: wow—we really do have some brilliant minds in
this country. And then I start wondering: what if we’re not treating them the way
we should? These are valuable members of our society, no matter whether you
agree with every one of their positions or not. This is excellence we have here,
something we can build on and actually make something out of.

Precht: Who did you mean by ‘we’ when you say how we deal with this?

Lanz: We as a society. It’s a question that ultimately concerns all of us” (Lanz &
Precht, 17 July 2025).

The Host of the more news-like Podcast ‘Auf den Punkt’ even made a connection to
the current situation in the U.S.:

“It’s a bit reminiscent of the culture wars in the U.S.—this constant ‘us against
those who are against us.’ Is this debate a sign that we might soon be heading
toward American-style conditions here as well?” (Auf den Punkt, 19 July 2025).

Anne Will, the host of the podcast ‘Politik mit Anne Will’, also made a connection to
developments in the U.S., in addition to developments in Poland and Hungary, clearly re-
ferring to the politicization of the supreme courts and therefore giving a political evaluation
of the issue:

“Because Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf also said several times in her interview with
Markus Lanz that there’s a real danger of the Federal Constitutional Court—and
the judges working there—becoming improperly politicized. In other words, that
these positions would only go to people who are politically convenient. Just like
Donald Trump has done in the U.S., like PiS did in Poland, and like Viktor Orbán
is doing in Hungary” (Politik mit Anne Will, 19 July 2025).

Besides political and societal evaluation, some podcasts also pointed out the causes and
consequences of the issue as well as the political actor’s motives. The latter becomes clear,
for example, in the podcast ‘Was Jetzt?’, when the motives of some CDU/CSU Members of
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Parliament for rejecting the candidacy of Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf were explained with her
supposed political orientation:

“There are strong reservations within the CDU/CSU about one of the nominees.
They say she’s too left-wing—‘ultra-left,’ that was a word that came up a lot
within the coalition” (Was Jetzt? 11 July 2025).

And furthermore, with her position on the issue of abortion:

“And of course you can say: well, if you’re a Christian Democrat, some of the
positions Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf has taken are pretty hard to swallow—no
question about that” (Was Jetzt? Update, 11 July 2025).

While the podcasts we analyzed mostly attributed the actor’s motives on rejecting
the candidacy to the fundamental political convictions of some CDU/CSU Members
of Parliament, the weak leadership of parliamentary party leader Jens Spahn and even
chancellor Merz was often identified as the specific political cause as was pointed out in
the podcast ‘Apokalypse & Filterkaffee’:

“Bröcker: A coalition crisis, a failure of leadership and management—but it’s
not a state crisis. (. . .) That’s all way too exaggerated for me. But it is a real
coalition crisis, and the way this coalition has handled an issue that, for decades,
the CDU/CSU and the SPD have always settled early, quietly, and without drama
shows that something is seriously off. (. . .)

Schaible: The chancellor stood in the Bundestag this week and said very openly,
‘We are going to elect her.’ I think that’s fine. And then his own parliamentary
group says: ‘No, we’re not doing that.’” (Apokalypse & Filterkaffee, 12 July 2025).

Based on this conflict within the CDU/CSU, the podcast ‘Der Tag’ discussed the
political consequences:

“I think that’s what’s going to happen now: the SPD will, in fact, be in a position
to hold out its hand and say, ‘Okay, we’ll put forward a new nominee for the
Federal Constitutional Court—but there has to be a visible price paid for that.’”
(Der Tag, 16 July 2025).

In the meantime, another candidate has been elected to the Federal Constitutional
Court in September 2025, but it is not yet known whether a ‘price’ was paid for this and,
if so, what that ‘price’ was. However, these examples show how the different types of
contextualization are carried out individually in the podcasts analyzed, providing more
context on the issue and thus enabling the audience to form an informed opinion on the
issue. While 6 out of the 15 podcasts focused especially on political and societal evaluation
(‘Auf den Punkt’, ‘Ronzheimer’, ‘Apokalypse & Filterkaffee’, ‘Lanz & Precht’, ‘Augstein &
Blome’ and ‘Politik mit Anne Will’) the audience of ‘Politico’ and ‘Was Jetzt?’ had the chance
to learn a little bit more about the actor’s motives. The political causes were addressed
predominantly in ‘Auf den Punkt’, ‘Table Today’ and ‘Apokalypse & Filterkaffee’, whereas
the subsequent political consequences were discussed in particular in ‘Pioneer Briefing’,
‘Politico’ and ‘Der Tag’.

Finally, the question remains as to how the different types of contextualization manifest
themselves in different podcast formats. The podcasts we analyzed showed that it is not
only long-form monothematic formats that characterize the medium. By looking at the
podcasts based on two characteristics—‘duration’ of an episode (long vs. short forms)
and ‘thematic diversity’ (monothematic meaning only one topic is primarily discussed
in the episode and polythematic meaning that more than one issue is being discussed in
the episode), in the section on methods and materials, we have listed the classification
of the individual episodes of the podcasts—we can define four different types of podcast
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formats. As Figure 7 shows, only one of the 39 analyzed episodes falls into the short-form
monothematic category, whereas the other three types show a largely similar distribution.

 

Figure 7. Occurrence of the most common types of contextualization per podcast format (number of
codings mentioned in boxes).

Given the length of each episode (at least 40 min) and its focus on a single topic (the
‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’), it is not surprising that the long-form monothematic episodes
not only offered more context but also provided more factual-regulatory background
knowledge in addition to political and societal and political evaluation.

Regarding the polythematic formats, it is striking that, in addition to their political and
societal evaluation, they each provided different additional focuses: long form polythematic
episodes focused somewhat more on actor’s motives, while the short form polythematic
episodes tended to focus more on causes and consequences. The latter are not only the
most common type in the research material but also prove to be the most balanced across
all five types of contextualization, apart from the comparatively low level of societal
evaluation. This may be attributable to the fact that these formats resemble a traditional
journalistic news format: several topics are covered within a short period of time (around
15 min), with an emphasis on balanced journalistic reporting. Nevertheless, even these
forms of journalistic reporting in podcasts offered more than the mere transmission of
information. Here, too—as in long-form monothematic and polythematic episodes—the
contextualization of information was clearly apparent.

5. Discussion
The results presented above show clearly that the podcasts we analyzed not only

passed on information but also contextualized it in different ways. Regarding RQ2, we
can therefore conclude that political and societal evaluation were the main types of con-
textualization we found in the podcasts. This is in line with recent podcast research (Kläs
& Birkner, 2020). Regarding the temporal development of those two types, an interesting
pattern emerges: whereas political contexts dominated the contextualization at the begin-
ning of the observation period, it was the societal level that became central in the final
phase (19th until 26th July). Over the course of the study period, the discourse thus shifted
from a predominantly political to a broader societal perspective. This is also reflected in
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the fact that the topic ‘stability of the governing coalition’ declined markedly during this
phase, while references to the topics ‘FBG’ and ‘crisis of democracy’ together accounted for
more than half of all contextual references in the final phase of the observation period. The
debates in the analyzed podcasts shifted from an emphasis on the perceived leadership
failure of the CDU/CSU to a focus on how the right-wing media campaign was handled
in public discourse and, more broadly, on the state of public debate, increasingly framed
as a culture war over the issue. Although political and societal evaluations were the pre-
dominant types of contextualization overall, the other types were by no means irrelevant.
Particularly with respect to the political level, the contextualization of events in terms of
actor’s motives for action, causes and consequences was clearly discernible.

A closer look at the individual podcasts reveals that they placed varying emphases.
While some clearly prioritized political and societal evaluation, others offered their audi-
ences more contextualization in terms of actor’s motives, causes and consequences. These
different priorities were also evident with regard to the different podcast formats. Un-
surprisingly, it is the long-form monothematic podcasts that provided the most extensive
contextualization, offering in particular a more elaborate evaluative dimension concerning
the political and societal contexts. Most of the podcasts in this category are characterized
by a dialogue—either between the hosts themselves or between a host and a guest. Only
one podcast deviates from this pattern (‘Apokalypse & Filterkaffee Presseklub’ on 12th and
26th July), in which the host discusses a topic with multiple guests.

Many short-form polythematic podcasts also engage with the ‘CBG’ topic, which is
not surprising given their close resemblance to traditional journalistic news formats. What
is noteworthy, however, is that across all types of contextualization, they show the most
balanced distribution between the most common types of contextualization and therefore
providing a brief yet broad contextualization of the issue. Our study thus complements
existing research that mentions quality differences between various media formats (Stark
et al., 2021, p. 439) and expands on previous research in which podcasts per se were
considered ‘largely monothematic’ (Frühbrodt & Auerbacher, 2021).

We can therefore answer RQ1 as follows: the contextualization of the issue ‘Causa
Brosius-Gersdorf’ in German-language podcasts is consistently conducted in considerable
depth, as evidenced, among other things, by the presence of all previously developed
types of contextualization. In doing so, the podcasts provide listeners with orientation,
particularly through political and societal contextualization of the issue.

As with any study, there are some limitations to be considered. Every qualitative
content analysis is characterized by a substantial degree of interpretive work on the part of
the researchers. Although we developed a reliable analytical framework based on the litera-
ture presented and further refined its application through multiple rounds of discussion in
which the researchers examined contentious cases, the coding process ultimately remains
an interpretative act. This can only be rendered intersubjectively traceable through full
transparency regarding the analytical procedure, which we have sought to provide in the
preceding sections. In addition to this fundamental methodological constraint, the study’s
focus on a single case—the ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’—must be noted as a further limitation.
Consequently, the conclusions drawn can only be applied to this specific case. However,
we consider the analytical framework we have developed—and thus the operationalization
of the concept of contextualization—to be sufficiently fundamental to be applied to other
cases in which journalistic quality is assessed.

Nonetheless the podcasts examined in this study provide their audience with more
than the mere transmission of information on a politically relevant and widely debated
issue. Through contextualization, they particularly fulfil the role of contributing to opinion
formation by presenting different perspectives on the topic and offering different evalua-
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tions that enable listeners to form their own opinion by accepting or rejecting the arguments
provided (Fög, 2024, p. 127; Meier, 2018, p. 196). In doing so, the podcasts clearly exceed
journalism’s traditional information function and offer something that counters the flood
of information in a digitalized communication environment: context. Our study shows that
this can be achieved not only in long-form monothematic formats. However, whether in
the form of long monothematic or short polythematic formats, podcasts can thus constitute
an important element in the future of journalism.

6. Conclusions
In contrast to the situation in the United States of America, the appointment of judges

to the German Federal Constitutional Court has, until now, attracted little public attention;
on the contrary, it has been a largely unnoticed affair. The situation was markedly different
in July 2025: the ordinarily unremarkable political act of electing judges to the Federal
Constitutional Court rapidly developed into a highly contested public issue. Within a
matter of days, new information, topics and questions entered the public discourse: Had
the CDU/CSU leadership failed? What exactly are the candidate’s positions on abortion?
How do we cope with media campaigns put forth by extremist groups that attempt to
undermine public debate through disinformation? And how does the appointment process
for the Federal Constitutional Court actually work?

The high immediacy and complexity of the issue pose a considerable challenge for
journalism: information must be contextualized. Yet in an environment characterized by a
rapidly accelerating flow of information driven by social media and digital communication,
interpretative journalism is essential in order to contribute to the formation of public
opinion. At the same time, podcasts have established themselves as a medium that is not
subject to the fast-paced attention dynamics of social media and can therefore offer an
appropriate platform for journalism to provide contextual interpretation for their audiences.
Based on these two perspectives, we developed the following two research questions: to
what extent do German-language podcasts offer an in-depth analysis of the issue ‘Causa
Brosius-Gersdorf’ (RQ1), and what different types of contextualization can we observe in
different podcast formats (RQ2)?

Based on a qualitative content analysis of 39 episodes from 15 podcasts selected
through a multi-step selection process based on the Spotify TOP 200 podcasts in July 2025,
we can give a clear answer: The podcasts analyzed in this study consistently offer an
in-depth contextualization of the issue by using all identified types of contextualization
with a focus on political and societal evaluation. In doing so, they provide their audiences
with orientation, thereby enabling them to form their own well-founded opinions.

Within the scope of our study, these findings can only be applied to the specific case
examined. However, our broad theoretical foundation enabled us to develop an analytical
instrument that can make measurements at the level of individual statements. To our
knowledge, prior studies evaluate journalistic quality only at the level of the news items
themselves rather than at the level of individual statements. We therefore hope not only
to advance research on quality in journalism but also to contribute to the question of
how journalism can position itself within the fast-paced information environment shaped
by social media. Here, too, our answer for the future of journalism is clear: context
is everything!
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The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

CBG ‘Causa Brosius-Gersdorf’, as the controversial debate was called in public discourse

FBG
Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf, a professor of law and candidate for the German Federal
Constitutional Court

CDU/CSU
Christian Democratic Union and Christian Social Union, two conservative sister-
parties forming a parliamentary group, part of a governing coalition

SPD Social Democratic Party of Germany, part of a governing coalition
AfD Alternative for Germany, a far-right opposition party
NZZ Neue Zürcher Zeitung, a Swiss Newspaper
FAZ Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, a German newspaper
ZDF Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen, a German public service television broadcaster
U.S. United States of America
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