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This study investigates the use and effects of news podcasts on online and offline political
participation, based on a global survey of news consumers from 38 countries. The results
demonstrate that political participation, both online and offline, is directly affected by news
podcast use. Online discussion around news mediated the relationship between the use of
news podcasts and both online and offline political participation. Furthermore, the study
found that people living in countries with lower levels of press freedom tended to use news
podcasts more, and that the level of press freedom had a direct influence on both online
and offline participation across nations. This article advances the literature on news
podcasts and their role in facilitating discussions around news and political participation
by contextualizing news podcast use in a global context.
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Podcasting is increasingly becoming a global trend (Aufderheide, Lieberman, Alkhallouf, & Ugboma,
2020; Newman & Gallo, 2019; Sang, Lee, & Park, 2020). According to the 2019 Reuters Institute Digital
News Report, 36% of the global news population accessed a podcast in the previous month (Newman,
Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, & Nielsen, 2019), with varying degrees of popularity in different regions of the
world. In some countries, such as Turkey (79%), Mexico (57%), and South Korea (53%), more than half of
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the population accessed podcasts, while in some European countries, such as the United Kingdom (21%),
the Netherlands (21%), and Germany (21%), only about 20% of news consumers accessed podcasts
(Newman et al., 2019).

Unlike radio programs, podcasts enable the possibility of serving an almost infinite number of
interests and covering various perspectives as “new forms of storytelling” (Newman & Gallo, 2019, p.
6). Immersive storytelling techniques (Dowling & Miller, 2019) and intimacy through personal narrative
(Lindgren, 2016) are also factors that contribute to podcasts’ prominence. Podcast listening requires a
more “active process,” given that it involves listening intently (Newman & Gallo, 2019, p. 9), rather than
passive listening.

Focusing on the democratic potential associated with news podcasts, a growing body of research
has found that using podcasts to consume news is related to individuals’ political participation (e.g., Chadha,
Avila, & Gil de zZuiiiga, 2012; Kim, Kim, & Wang, 2016; Lee, 2021; Park, 2017a). However, relatively little
is known about the impact of podcast use on online and offline political participation in a global context. The
current study addresses this gap in the literature, relying on the 2019 Reuters Institute Digital News Report
(Newman et al., 2019) data from 38 countries.

In doing so, this study builds on the citizen communication mediation model, testing the model’s
explanatory power in the context of news podcast use. Following Gil de Zufiiga, Diehl, Huber, and Liu's
(2019) line of thought, we contend that considering both structural and individual factors together is critical
to advancing our understanding of the relationship between the use of news podcasts and political
participation. We examined individual-level variables, including news podcast use, political discussion, and
online and offline political participation. As a structural factor, we used the press freedom index as a country-
level indicator for press freedom that might influence news podcast use and political participation.

Literature Review

Trust in News Media and News Podcast Use

As gatekeepers of political and public affairs and watchdogs of power, the news media are known
to play a central role in the functioning of contemporary democracy (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2007). Yet, trust
in news media is required for news media to contribute to a healthy democracy. Trust in the news media is
an important predictor of citizens’ nhews consumption, reception of information, and participation in politics
and public affairs (Tsfati & Cappella, 2003). Thus, it would not be a stretch to argue that democracy thrives
on the public’s trust of news media.

Unfortunately, citizens’ trust in traditional media has been eroding globally during the last few
decades. Recent survey results have revealed that people’s distrust in news media has increased in various
national contexts (Newman et al., 2019). News media have been accused of fostering cynicism by providing
overly negative political coverage (e.g., Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), and more recently, news media have
been observed to even (un)intentionally deliver false information worldwide. Such decreased trust in news
media has been found to be a reason that citizens avoid traditional news media and turn to nontraditional
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news media (Goyanes, Ardévol-Abreu, & Gil de Zufiga, 2021; Ladd, 2012; Tsfati & Cappella, 2003),
suggesting the displacement of mainstream media for nonmainstream media.

Moreover, a study conducting cross-national analyses found that “with some significant national
variation—those with low trust in the news media are more likely to prefer non-mainstream news sources”
(Fletcher & Park, 2017, p. 1294). Complicating the matter, another cross-national study conducted by
Kalogeropoulos, Suiter, Udris, and Eisenegger (2019) found a positive relationship, not negative, between
trust in news and using nonmainstream news sources. While it seems clear that news trust is related to
nonmainstream media use in general, recent studies’ results seem to suggest that a different pattern may
be taking place currently; thus, its relationship needs to be further examined.

While puzzling, recent studies’ results are not too surprising considering the rapidly transforming
news media environment. That is, the boundaries between mainstream and nonmainstream have become
blurred. For example, podcasts, a digital-born medium primarily produced and developed by independent
media operators and even ordinary citizens, have now become an important means for mainstream media
to reach audiences (Newman & Gallo, 2019) and for professional journalists to create and consolidate their
personal brands (Rojas-Torrijos, 2018, as cited in Rojas-Torrijos, Caro-Gonzalez, & Gonzalez Alba, 2020).
As demonstrated by the success of the news podcast The Daily by The New York Times, there is a growing
interdependence between older and newer news media, rather than displacement. Following this trend, the
mixed findings on the relationship between news media trust and how much it matters for the use of
nonmainstream news media are understandable.

Citizen Communication Mediation Model:
Press Freedom, News Discussion, and Political Participation

The influence of news consumption on citizens’ political attitudes and behaviors that are
fundamental to a democratic society is significant. Scholars have focused on how news use contributes to
encouraging people’s civic and political participation (Choi, 2016; Gil de Zuiiga et al., 2019; Shah, Cho,
Eveland, & Kwak, 2005). To understand this relationship more thoroughly, McLeod and his colleagues (2001)
applied the orientation-stimuli-orientation-response (0O-S-O-R) model proposed by Markus and Zajonc
(1985) and created the communication mediation model, which posits that media indirectly affect attitudes
and behaviors through other cognitive variables.

One of the cognitive variables that mediate the relationship between news media use and political
participation is citizens’ cognitive processes, such as understanding and perceptions of the political world
(e.g., Shah et al., 2005). In this model, news use promotes learning about political facts, encourages
elaboration (Eveland, Hayes, Shah, & Kwak, 2005), and ultimately provides a resource for political
discussion. Defined as “episodes of political conversation and discussion that take place between the non-
elite members of a political community” (Schmitt-Beck, 2008, p. 341), the act of talking with others is found
to raise awareness about societal problems (Mutz, 2006), increase political learning (Meirick & Wackman,
2004), and ultimately encourage one’s political participation. Since the early work by Lazarsfeld, Berelson,
and Gaudet (1944), numerous studies have found strong empirical evidence of the mediating role of political
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discussions in mobilizing people to engage in political participation (Gil de Zufiiga et al., 2019; Min, 2015;
Shah et al., 2005).

The communication mediation model has been modified to examine the role of political discussion
as a mediator between news use and political participation. In the modified model, called the citizen
communication mediation model (Shah et al., 2005), discussion is key to the relationship between news use
and political participation. Today, the citizen communication mediation model is particularly relevant as
online media create more opportunities for political discussions to emerge.

The online communication environment has allowed people to overcome time and space constraints
of offline discussions, which had inhibited many possible political discussions. The anonymity of online
communication, which primarily involves written modes of expression, has been known to provide a less
intimate discussion environment to encourage those who had been afraid to speak out in an offline discussion
environment (Wu & Atkin, 2018). In addition to anonymity, easier forms of online expression, such as a
simple click of “like” (Kim, 2014), have been created to overcome the barriers of written communication.
Furthermore, online media have allowed people to communicate with others beyond their own social or
geographical networks, facilitating diverse topics of political discussions (Papacharissi, 2004).

Not only has the Internet created more opportunities for political discussions to emerge, but it has
also further created a greater range of political activities. With the rising role of the Internet, more and more
political activities are moving online (Gil de Zuniga, Veenstra, Vraga, & Shan, 2010). Specifically, the
lowered costs of online expressive participation have allowed more frequent participation—such as
contacting politicians through e-mails or signing petitions online—that was not easily exercised in an offline
environment (Gil de Zudiga, Puig-I-Abril, & Rojas, 2009). Expressive uses of the Internet are associated
with both online and offline civic participation, and they complement each other (Nah & Yamamoto, 2017).

Globally, relatively little attention has been paid to podcasts’ influence on listeners’ political
participation. Most studies have focused on one country (Chadha et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2016; Lee,
2021; Lee & Kuem, 2012; Min, 2015; Song, 2012). Studies have found that political news podcasts have
proved to be especially effective in facilitating the young generation’s involvement in political activities
(Lee & Ryu, 2013; Song, 2012). The motivation to listen to political news podcasts was revealed as an
important factor in determining users’ political participation (Lee & Kuem, 2012). This suggests that the
reasons people listen to news podcasts may have different impacts on the types of political participation.
In fact, Min’s study (2015) further showed that political news podcasts promoted both offline and online
political discussion, while only online political discussion facilitated political participation in the South
Korean presidential election in 2012. Lee’s study (2021) showed that political discussion played a role
in mediating the relationship between using news podcasts and participating in political activities. Taken
together, the results of the current literature demonstrate the need to further examine the relationship
between news podcast use and its effects on political participation while considering the mediating role
of political discussion in this process.

In addition, it seems important to take macro-level variables, such as a country’s overall freedom
of the press, into account when investigating how this relationship may differ across countries. Studies have
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shown that freedom of the press, which indicates the level of liberty, openness, and independence of the
country’s news media, is related to individuals’ news media use (Ahmed & Cho, 2019; Wei, Lo, Xu, Chen, &
Zhang, 2014) and their political participation (Gil de Zufiga et al., 2019; Schoonvelde, 2014). In particular,
Wei and colleagues’ research (2014) showed that individuals in countries with higher levels of press freedom
were found to use mobile news less than those in countries with lower levels of press freedom. A similar
tendency was found regarding the relationship between news podcast use and freedom of the press.
According to one study based on the data from the 2020 Reuters Institute Digital News Project, news
podcasts were least popular in the United Kingdom among the surveyed 40 countries, with only 6% of news
consumers listening to news podcasts; in contrast, almost half (49%) of Turkish news consumers listened
to news podcasts (Sang et al., 2020). The United Kingdom and Turkey represent countries with two extreme
levels of press freedom—the United Kingdom being relatively free with the press, and Turkey less so.

Furthermore, a recent cross-national comparative study conducted by Gil de Zufiga and colleagues
(2019) showed that press freedom is positively related to political participation and that it moderates the
relationship between political discussion and participation (Gil de Zufiga et al., 2019). The positive
relationship between political discussion and participation was found to be strongest in countries with lower
levels of press freedom, suggesting the need to consider how context influences this relationship. Based on
the discussion presented earlier, our study formulated the following hypotheses and research questions
(Figure 1):

Freedom of RQI(#4)

the Press
RQI1(2)
Online
1(5 . .
& Discussion
R 1(1)Q1(3)
HI(1) Online
Participation
Use of HIG
News Podcast
HIQ) 1(4)
Offline
RQ2(1) RQ2(2) Participation
2(4) Offline H3(2)
3 Discussion
Trust in
News RQ2(5)

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the study.
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RQ1: Is press freedom related to (1) the use of news podcasts, (2) online discussion around news, (3)
offline discussion around news, (4) online political participation, and (5) offline political
participation?

RQ2: Is trust in news related to (1) the use of news podcasts, (2) online discussion around news, (3) offline

discussion around news, (4) online political participation, and (5) offline political participation?

H1: Use of news podcasts will be positively related to (1) online discussion around news, (2) offline
discussion around news, (3) online political participation, and (4) offline political participation.

H2: Online discussion around news will be positively related to (1) online and (2) offline political
participation.

H3: Offline discussion around news will be positively related to (1) online and (2) offline political
participation.

RQ3: Will the relationship between the use of news podcasts and online and offline political participation

be mediated by online news discussion and offline news discussion?

RQ4: Is the relationship between press freedom and online and offline political participation mediated by
the use of news podcasts and online discussion around news and offline discussion around news?

RQ5: Is the relationship between trust in news and online and offline political participation mediated by
the use of news podcasts and online discussion around news and offline discussion around news?

Methodology

Data and Sample

The data used for individual-level variables analyzed in this study are from a global survey of news
consumption executed in 38 countries by the Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019 project. The global
survey was conducted by YouGov using an online questionnaire at the end of January/beginning of February
2019. Those who did not consume news in the past month were excluded from the sample because this was
a study on news consumers. More than 70,000 online news consumers participated in the global survey.

Following a data-cleaning process, the final sample consisted of 57,388 respondents from 38
countries. This study, which focuses on the impacts of podcast news, dichotomized the respondents into
those who had not listened to any type of podcast in the last month (n = 46,164) and those who had listened
to a news, politics, or international events podcast (n = 11,224) in the last month. We excluded participants
who had used podcasts for purposes other than news and those who had missing responses for variables of
interest. At the country level, this resulted in 1,500+ respondents in each country (M = 1,510.21, Min =
554, and Max = 1,775).
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Dependent Variables and Mediators
Online and Offline Discussion Around News and Online and Offline Political Participation

We measured online and offline discussion around news as mediators, and online and offline
political participation as dependent variables. The question “"During an average week in which, if any, of the
following ways do you share or participate in news coverage?” had multiple options. Among the options, we
considered “Talk online with friends and colleagues about a news story (e.g., by e-mail, social media,
messaging app)” as online discussion around news, and “Talk with friends and colleagues about a news
story (face to face)” as offline discussion around news. Online political participation was measured using the
following item: “Vote in an online poll via a news site or social network.” Offline political participation was
measured using the following item: “Take part in a campaign or group based around a news subject.” All
responses were coded as binary outcomes (0 = no, 1 = yes).

Independent Variables

Podcast Use for News

We considered 57,388 participants; 11,224 reported listening to a podcast about news, politics,
international events in the last month, and the other 46,164 participants indicated that they had not listened
to a podcast in the last month.

To use the categorical variable as the binary variable, we coded the participants who used podcasts
for news as 1, and participants who did not use podcasts as 0.

Trust in News

The level of agreement (1 = disagree, 5 = agree) about the statement “I think I can trust most
news most of the time” was measured as trust in news.

Press Freedom

For the country-level variable of the study, we used data from the 2019 World Press Freedom Index
provided on the Reporters Without Borders (Reporters Sans Frontiéres; RSF) home page (Reporters Without
Borders, n.d.). According to the RSF, the freedom of the press in 180 countries was estimated by pooling
expert responses to an 87-question survey devised by the RSF that focused on seven criteria: “pluralism,”

I/ 4

“media independence, environment and self-censorship,” “legislative framework,” “transparency,”
“infrastructure,” and “abuses.”! The original index (range: 1-100) indicates that a smaller score corresponds
to greater freedom of the press. In the current study, however, we reversed the scores (100—raw score)
for clear interpretation of data. That is, in the current study, higher scores indicate a higher level of freedom

of the press (M = 76.12, SD = 11.19).

! See https://rsf.org/en/index-methodologie-2013-21?year=2019&data_type=general
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Because we had 38 countries as country-level variables, as a preliminary analysis, we examined
the relationship between five levels of press freedom by country and the current study’s mediators (online
and offline discussions around news) and outcomes (online and offline political participation), controlling for
other predictors (podcast use for news and trust in news). As the statistical analysis, the multiple logistic
regression analysis was used because level of press freedom, podcast use for news, and outcomes (online
and offline discussion around news, and online and offline political participation) were categorical variables,
but a predictor, trust in news, was a continuous variable. We dummy-coded the five levels of press freedom,
grouping variables (i.e., good situation, satisfactory situation, problematic situation, difficult situation, and
very serious situation) into five binary variables, and we conducted regressions to get results from all the
comparisons. Table 1 shows the results of all analyses.?

According to the results (see Table 1), online discussion around news showed no significant
difference across five levels of press freedom, while other variables— offline discussion around news,
online political participation, and offline political participation—had significant differences across the five
levels. Specifically, in terms of offline discussion around news, even though the number of participants
who did not engage in offline discussion was consistently larger than the number of participants who did
engage in offline discussion, the proportions of participants who engaged in offline discussion around
news in countries at the good situation (36.5%) and satisfactory situation (37.6%) levels were
significantly lower than in countries at the levels of problematic situation (39.9%) and difficult situation
(39.5%). Regarding online political participation, the difficult situation level countries (16.1%) had
significantly lower proportions of online political participation than countries in the good situation
(16.7%), satisfactory situation (16.7%), and problematic situation (17.1%) categories. Finally,
regarding offline political participation, people living in the satisfactory situation level countries (5.3%)
showed a significantly higher level of engagement than those living in countries that had difficult
situation (4.9%) and very serious situation (4.2%) levels.

2 Appendix A provides the frequencies of outcomes (online and offline discussion around news, and online
and offline political participation) by country. The appendix can be viewed here:
https://osf.io/3ja82/?view_only=232d986d4d454cc18c50b33f23e6d6af
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Table 1. Results of Preliminary Analysis Between Predictors and Outcomes (N = 57, 388).
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Levels of Situations

N (%)

Online Discussion (%)

Offline Discussion (%)

Online Participation (%)

Offline Participation (%)

Good (1)

13,505 (23.5)

Yes = 2,397 (17.7)
No = 11,108 (82.3)

Yes = 4,935 (36.5)
No = 8,570 (63.5)

Yes = 2,253 (16.7%)

No = 11,252 (83.3%)

Yes = 693 (5.1)
No = 12,812 (94.9)

Satisfactory (2)

23,214 (40.5)

Yes = 4,093 (17.6)
No = 19,121 (82.4)

Yes = 8,735 (37.6)
No = 14,479 (62.4)

Yes = 3,866 (16.7)
No = 19,348 (83.3)

Yes = 1238 (5.3)
No = 21,976 (94.7)

Problematic (3)

12,612 (22.0)

Yes = 2,254 (17.9)

Yes = 4,905 (38.9)

Yes = 2154 (17.1)

Yes = 6272 (5.0)

No = 10,358 (82.1) No = 7,707 (61.1) No = 10,458 (82.9) No = 11,985 (95.0)

Difficult (4) 6,372 (11.1)  Yes = 1,199 (18.8) Yes = 2,519 (39.5) Yes = 1,027 (16.1) Yes = 315 (4.9)
No = 5,173 (81.2) No = 3,853 (60.5) No = 5,345 (83.9) No = 6,057 (95.1)

Very serious (5) 1,685 (2.9) Yes = 279 (16.6) Yes = 641 (38.0) Yes = 256 (15.2) Yes = 70 (4.2)

No = 1,406 (83.4) No = 1,044 (62.0)
l1vs.2,1vs. 3
1vs.4,2vs. 3

2vs. 4

Note. Good situation level (Group 1) consists of Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, and Switzerland.

Satisfactory situation level (Group 2) consists of Australia, Austria, Canada, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, South Korea, Romania, Slovakia, South

Africa, Spain, Taiwan, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Problematic situation level (Group 3) consists of Argentina, Chile, Croatia, Greece, Hong

Kong, Hungary, Japan, and Poland. Difficult situation (Group 4) consists of Brazil, Bulgaria, Malaysia, Mexico, and Turkey. Very serious situation level (Group
5) consists of Singapore.

@ Multiple logistic regression was used to control other predictors, podcast use for news, and trust in news. We reported only significant comparisons.

No = 1,429 (84.8)
l1vs.4,2vs. 4
3vs. 4

No = 1,615 (95.8)
2vs.4,2vs. 5

Comparison test?
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Control Variables
News Interest

Interest in news was measured with the question: “How interested, if at all, would you say you are
in news?” The raw scores (ranged from 1 to 5) were measured as 1 (extremely interested) versus 5 (not at
all interested). We reversed the raw score to 1 (not at all interested) to 5 (extremely interested).

Interest in Politics

Interest in politics was measured with the question: "How interested, if at all, would you say you
are in politics?” The raw scores were measured as 1 (extremely interested) versus 5 (not at all interested).
We reversed the raw score to 1 (not at all interested) to 5 (extremely interested).

Mainstream News Consumption

To control for the use of mainstream news consumption, we included the binary variable with the
question: “You say you've used these sources of news in the last week; which would you say is your main
source of news?” The participants were asked to select only one among 11 suggested options as a main
source of news.? When the participants selected “Television news bulletins or programs,” “24-hour news
television channels,” “Radio news bulletins or programs,” “Printed newspapers,” or “Printed magazines,” we
considered them as having used mainstream media as their main news source (coded as 1). On the other
hand, if participants chose any other option related to websites/apps, social media, or blogs, they were
coded as 0, having not used mainstream media as a main news source.

Internet Penetration

In addition to the variables at the individual level, we also considered the proportion of Internet
use at the country level as a control variable. The latest available data for all 38 countries were from 2017.
We used the International Telecommunication Union’s data. The range was from 0 to 100, with a higher
score indicating a higher level of Internet use in the country.

The results of descriptive analysis for all the variables of the study are summarized in Table 2 (for
categorical variables) and Table 3 (for continuous variables).

3%(1) Television news bulletins or programs, (2) 24-hour news television channels, (3) Radio news bulletins

or programs, (4) Printed newspapers, (5) Printed magazines, (6) Websites/apps of newspapers, (7)
Websites/apps of news magazines, (8) Websites/apps of TV and radio companies, (9) Websites/apps of
other news outlets, (10) Social media, and (11) Blogs.” Given that the participants were asked to select
only one option, there is no overlap between the responses.
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Table 2. Variables of Interest Included in the Study (N = 57,388).

Variables Frequency (%)

Gender
Male 27,379 (47.7)
Female 30,009 (52.3)

Income
Low 1,2512 (21.8)
Medium 24,386 (42.5)
High 12,296 (21.4)

Education

No formal education 477 (0.8)
Early childhood 136 (0.2)
Primary education 1,688 (2.9)
Lower secondary 6,744 (11.8)
Upper secondary 19,165 (33.4)
Postsecondary 6,797 (11.8)
Short-cycle tertiary education 4,770 (8.3)
Bachelor’s or equivalent level 11,220 (19.6)
Master’s or equivalent level 5,579 (9.7)
Doctoral or equivalent level 812 (1.4)

Mainstream consumption

No 24,612 (42.9)

Yes 32,776 (57.1)
Online discussion

No 47,166 (82.2)

Yes 10,222 (17.8)
Offline discussion

No 35,653 (62.1)

Yes 21,735 (37.9)
Online political participation

No 47,832 (83.3)

Yes 9,556 (16.7)
Offline political participation

No 54,445 (94.9)

Yes 2,943 (5.1)
Use of news podcasts

No 46,164 (80.4)

Yes 11,224 (19.6)
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Table 3. Variables of Interest Included in the Study (N = 57,388).

Variables Min Max M SD

Freedom of the press 47.19 92.18 76.45 11.08
Age 18.00 99.00 47.59 15.64
Interest in news 1.00 5.00 3.74 0.86
Interest in politics 1.00 5.00 3.16 1.10
Trust in news 1.00 5.00 3.14 1.03
Percentage of Internet use 56.17 97.10 81.00 11.07

Statistical Analysis

We conducted path analysis within structural equation modeling to assess the relationship among
freedom of the press, news podcast use, online and offline discussion around news, and online and offline
political participation. To estimate the path models, lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) was used with R
software (RStudio Team, 2020).

Because the outcomes were binary variables, logistic path analysis was used. To handle the
categorical outcomes under path analysis, the mean- and variance-adjusted weighted least squares
(WLSMV) estimator was used (Brown, 2006). Because the outcomes were binary variables (yes or no), the
coefficients of direct effects were interpreted as probability of being “yes” compared with “no.” That is,
positive coefficients indicated that the higher level of predictors was associated with a higher chance of
being “yes” (coded as 1) as compared with “no” (coded as 0). For the indirect effects, we used the
bootstrapping technique with 1,000 resampling (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).

Results

First, direct effects (see Figure 2 and Table 4) of press freedom on use of news podcasts, online
political participation, and offline political participation proved statistically significant. They indicated that as
the country level of freedom of the press increased, news podcast use (f = —0.191, p < .001) decreased,
whereas online political participation (8 = 0.021, p < .05) and offline political participation (8 = 0.028, p <
.05) among individuals in that country increased. Respondents from countries with lower press freedom
were more active in using news podcasts. The results answered the first research question (RQ1): Freedom
of the press is negatively related to the use of news podcasts, but positively related to online and offline
political participation.

Second, the results indicated that trust in news had no significant relation to any variables of
interest when freedom of the press and use of news podcasts were included in the model simultaneously.

Third, the direct effects of news podcast use on online discussion around news (8 = 0.075, p <
.001), online political participation (8 = 0.057, p < .001), and offline political participation (8 = 0.042, p <
.01) were positive and significant, but on offline discussion around news was not significant (3 = —0.013, p
> .05). H1 was partially supported.
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Finally, online discussion around news had a positive relation to online political participation (8 =

0.280, p < .001) and offline political participation (8 = 0.313, p < .001). Offline discussion around news

also had a positive relation on online political participation (8 = 0.178, p < .001) and offline political

participation (8 = 0.035, p < .001) (see Figure 2 and Table 4). All the results were statistically significant,

and H2 and H3 were supported.

Freedom of

0.021*

the Prpss

-0.191***

Use of
News Podcast |

Trust in

0013

Online
Discussion

Offline
Discussion

0.280%**
0.313

Online
Participation

0.310%**

Offline
Participation

'Y

News

Figure 2. Results of path analysis.

Note. All control variables are included in the model, but not present in the figure for simplification.

Table 4. Results of Direct Effects With the Control Variables.

Std. p

Paths Unstd. Est. SE Est. value
Gender > Use of news podcasts -0.092 0.014 —-0.040 .000
Age > Use of news podcasts -0.016 0.000 -0.218 .000
Education > Use of news podcasts 0.038 0.004 0.059 .000
Income > Use of news podcasts 0.002 0.010 0.001 .843
Interest in news > Use of news podcasts 0.171 0.011 0.128 .000
Use of the Internet > Use of news podcasts -0.001 0.001 -0.009 .195
Interest in politics > Use of news podcasts 0.261 0.009 0.247 .000
Mainstream use > Use of news podcasts -0.022 0.014 -0.010 112
Trust in news > Use of news podcasts 0.006 0.007 0.005 .374
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Freedom of the press = Online political 0.002 0.001 0.021 .012
participation

Use of news podcasts = Online political 0.050 0.010 0.057 .000
participation

Online discussion > Online political 0.280 0.010 0.280 .000
participation

Offline discussion > Online political 0.178 0.009 0.178 .000
participation

Gender > Offline political 0.026 0.020 0.013 .185
participation

Age > Offline political 0.001 0.001 0.013 .216
participation

Education > Offline political 0.004 0.006 0.007 .517
participation

Income > Offline political 0.035 0.014 0.025 .014
participation

Interest in news > Offline political -0.012 0.015 -0.010 .443
participation

Use of the Internet > Offline political -0.001 0.001 —-0.006 .574
participation

Interest in politics > Offline political —0.006 0.013 -0.007 .628
participation

Mainstream use > Offline political 0.041 0.019 0.020 .035
participation

Trust in news > Offline political 0.003 0.010 0.003 .764
participation

Freedom of the press = Offline political 0.003 0.001 0.028 .021
participation

Use of news podcasts = Offline political 0.037 0.014 0.042 .010
participation

Online discussion > Offline political 0.313 0.013 0.313 .000
participation

Offline discussion > Offline political 0.035 0.013 0.035 .008

participation

Note. Unstd. Est. = Unstandardized Estimates, SE = Standard Error, Std. Est. = Standardized Estimates.

Using the bootstrapping technique, we further tested the indirect effects of use of news podcasts
on online and offline political participation via online and offline discussions around news (RQ3); the indirect
effects of press freedom on online and offline political participation via news podcast use, and online and
offline discussions around news (RQ4); and the indirect effects of trust in news on online and offline political
participation via news podcast use, and online and offline discussions around news (RQ5).
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In terms of the relationship between news podcast use and online and offline political participation,
online discussion around news was mediated, and the coefficient was significant. We found positive indirect
effects of news podcast use on online political participation via online discussion around news (95% CI
[0.013, 0.024]). The use of news podcasts had indirect effects on offline political participation via online
discussion around news (95% CI [0.014, 0.023]). The results answered RQ3, indicating that online
discussions around news serve as mediators in the relationship between the use of news podcasts and online
and offline political participation.

The relationship between press freedom and online discussion around news was significantly
mediated by news podcast use (95% CI [-0.002, —0.001]). In addition, as the serial mediation, the
relation between press freedom and online political participation was mediated by use of news podcasts
and online discussion around news (95% CI [-0.001, —0.001]). The relation between freedom of the
press and offline political participation was also mediated by use of news podcasts and online news
discussion (95% CI [-0.002, —0.001]). For RQ4, we conclude that the use of news podcasts and online
discussion around news have serial mediation effects on the relationship between press freedom and
online and offline political participation. The results are provided at Table 5.

Finally, all the indirect effects between trust in news and online and offline political participation
mediated by the use of news podcasts and online discussion around news and offline discussion around

news were not significant.

Table 5. Results of Indirect Effects With Bootstrapping (95% CI).

Paths Est. Lower CI Upper CI
News podcast - Online discussion - Online political participation 0.018 0.013 0.024
News podcast - Online discussion - Offline political participation 0.020 0.014 0.023
Freedom of the press - News podcast - Online discussion -0.001 —-0.002 -0.001
Freedom of the press - News podcast - Online discussion - -0.001 —-0.001 -0.001

Online political participation
Freedom of the Press - News podcast - Online discussion - -0.001 —-0.002 -0.001
Offline political participation

Note. Only significant indirect effects are reported in this table. Number of bootstrapping iterations =
1,000.

Discussion and Conclusion

Given the recent revival of audio-centered media, this study examined the use of news podcasts
and their influence across different nations. Specifically, the study analyzed the role of individuals’ trust in
the news media and a country’s level of press freedom as they relate to leading citizens to news podcasts,
and in turn how this use of news podcasts influenced both online and offline discussions around news and
online and offline political participation. Results of the analyses indicate several important findings.

We found that the use of news podcasts positively affects people’s online discussion around news,
as well as online and offline political participation across nations. This finding is in line with many of the
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previous studies that have found that news media use is important in motivating people’s civic and political
participation as well as news discussion. More important, the results of this study demonstrate that online
discussions influenced both online and offline participation; this finding differed from that in a previous study
(Gil de zufiga et al., 2010), which found online news use to influence only online political participation.
Even though the use of podcast news did not affect offline discussion around news, it is important to note
that online discussion is highly associated with offline discussion and that offline discussion around news
ultimately encourages both online and offline participation.

The study results strongly support the claim that news use—whether mainstream or not—is likely
to help democracy in terms of mobilizing people. However, in this study, when mainstream news
consumption was controlled for, the use of news podcasts did not influence people’s offline discussion around
news. The findings show that digital media such as podcasts can influence online discussion and participation
as well as offline political participation, suggesting that those who are active in online discussion are likely
to be active in political activities as well. As McHugh (2017) argued, podcasts are increasingly becoming “a
powerful socio-political force: from crime to social justice, they are changing the debate on some of the key
issues of our times” (para. 1), and they are becoming a strong motivator for podcast consumers to become
engaged in political activities (Chadha et al., 2012; Lee & Kuem, 2012; Lee & Ryu, 2013; Min, 2015; Song,
2012).

Previous studies have shown that use of non-mainstream news is related to lower levels of trust in
news (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2019). In our study, trust in news did not show a significant relationship with
variables of interest, including use of news podcasts. Although the relationship between trust and news
podcast use was not statistically significant, the positive direction of the relationship could partly reflect the
unclear division between mainstream and non-mainstream media, at least as it pertains specifically to the
changing role of news podcasts in the broader field of journalism. Given that news podcast listeners tend to
turn to podcasts that are palatable to their viewpoint (Kim et al., 2016; Sang et al., 2020), the democratic
potential of news podcasts as new forms of storytelling should be examined further around the ways in
which they are created and consumed.

Press freedom was found to have a negative relationship with news podcast use. In countries like
the United Kingdom, with higher levels of press freedom, people consumed fewer news podcasts, whereas
people in countries with relatively lower levels of press freedom, including Hong Kong, Mexico, and Turkey,
were found to use news podcasts more often. Even countries with political and cultural similarities show
differences in the use of news podcasts (Sang et al., 2020). Our findings show that press freedom can
partially account for those differences. Similar to the findings of Wei et al. (2014), which revealed the
negative relationship between the level of press freedom and consuming news via mobile phones, our study
shows that the lack of press freedom in some countries creates a need for news podcasts for content that
is not provided by mainstream news media. It is clear that at least in some parts of the world, news
podcasting is creating complementary or alternative opportunities that can lead audiences to engage in
politics. The current study used mainstream news media consumption as a control variable; thus, it seems
reasonable to argue that news podcasts may be considered an important news source for those who live in
a more controlled news media environment. Future research that attempts to examine the role of
nonmainstream media needs to consider country-level factors such as press freedom.
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The influence of press freedom goes beyond the level of news media use. The results of the study
demonstrate that press freedom directly and indirectly influences both online and offline political
participation. The study’s findings show that the higher the degree of freedom of the press, the higher the
political participation both online and offline. According to the results of preliminary analysis, which focuses
on the relationship between the level of press freedom and online/offline discussion and online/offline
political participation, people in countries such as Finland and Norway, where press freedom is considered
high, are less likely to engage in talking about news with friends and colleagues than people in countries
where press freedom is satisfactory, problematic, or difficult (see Table 1). However, when press freedom
was included in the model with other predictor variables, the relationship between press freedom and
online/offline discussion around news was not statistically significant (see Figure 2). The study suggests that
when exploring the relationship between news media use and political participation, a country’s press
freedom as a structural factor needs to be considered, with particular attention paid to whether and how it
works with the news media, as well as news discussion and participation.

It is important to stress that a country’s level of press freedom directly influenced online and
offline political participation and indirectly influenced online and offline political participation via online
discussion around news. The relationship between the level of press freedom and online and offline
political participation was mediated by the use of news podcasts and online discussion around news.
This demonstrates the democratic potential of news podcasts, which can serve as a complementary
source of news. News podcasts seem to exert significant influence on people’s interpersonal online
discussions. As Park (2017b) aptly noted, “Podcasting is opening up a new journalism environment for
an increasingly active and motivated audience” (p. 1160).

This study is distinguished in several ways from previous studies that tested the citizen
communication mediation model. As noted, our study tested the citizen communication mediation model
based on survey data from 38 countries. To our knowledge, only a few studies have examined the model
across different countries. In our study, the degree of press freedom in different countries was included as
a predictor variable, and the study proved the importance of considering a country’s press freedom as a
structural factor when examining the relationship between news media use and political participation. In
addition, very few studies testing the citizen communication mediation model have focused on the
relationship between news podcast use and political participation. The present study addresses this gap in
the literature.

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of the study. First, this
study analyzed data from 38 countries—a sizable sample, but well short of the 180 countries globally.* When
interpreting the results, caution should be exercised, and a detailed understanding of each country’s unique
sociocultural and political environments needs to be considered. Second, at the country level, we included
the level of press freedom as a main variable of the study, but future studies should take other factors into
account to gain a more holistic picture of news podcast use and political participation. Although this study
empirically shows the significant role of press freedom in influencing political participation, little is known
about what factors cause differences in news podcast consumption across countries. Sociocultural and

4 The 2019 World Press Freedom Index included 180 countries.
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contextual understandings of each country’s media and political environments are needed to better
understand the relationships between news podcast use and political participation. Third, in this study, single
items were used in measuring dependent variables and mediator variables because we used a secondary
data set. There was no significant relationship between the use of news podcasts and offline discussion
around news. This finding needs to be interpreted with caution. Ideally, both political participation and
discussion around news should be measured with multiple items to capture an array of political behaviors
and interpersonal conversations about news with different groups of people, including strangers and family
members. We were only able to focus on interpersonal conversations about news among friends and
colleagues. For future studies, we recommend the use of multiple items to measure discussion around news
as well as political participation.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study sheds light on our understanding, from a global
perspective, of the relationship between news podcast use and online and offline political participation. Using
data from a large sample, our study also demonstrates the necessity of conducting more nuanced research
on the relationships between news media trust, press freedom, and political participation in today’s complex
media environments. Confirming the citizen communication model’s explanatory power in a multicountry
context, this study establishes the groundwork for future comparative studies.
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