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Executive Summary

Research by Rachel Sibley addresses the sparse
scholarship on narrative journalism in podcasting
during a turbulent period for the industry.
Through literature review, semi-structured
interviews with industry professionals, and
content analysis of UK-produced podcasts,

a Narrative Podcasting Framework was
developed comprising six characteristics

and three sub-techniques: Host, Voice, Point

of View, Character, Theme (with Cultural
Context), Setting, Plot, and Chronology. The
study examined News and True Crime podcast
categories, revealing that both employ narrative
journalism techniques, with True Crime podcasts
displaying more of these characteristics than
News podcasts. Host selection emerged as
crucial, with audiences expecting journalists
who demonstrate deep connection to content.
It also surfaced that serial documentary
formats utilise narrative techniques more than
daily news podcasts, regardless of category.
These evidence-based insights can support
practitioners seeking to engage audiences
through storytelling in a medium currently in a
phase of upheaval.

Rachel Sibley has worked in audio for the past
decade in Australia and the United Kingdom. Her
previous roles include Senior Managing Producer

at Amazon’'s Wondery, Podcast Lead at Australia’s
multilingual broadcaster SBS, and Producer at
Kinderling Kids Radio. A self-confessed “podcast-
fanatic” Rachel fell in love with audio storytelling
during her first unit of radio studies while completing
her undergraduate degree at UTS. She finished her MA
in Journalism Innovation and Leadership in 2024.

Email: rachel.c.sibley@gmail.com
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/rachelsibley/

Innovation and Leadership Lessons

1. Podcast host selection is paramount. What
many practitioners have long suspected has
been proven through this research. Audiences
expect hosts to have deep connections with
content beyond expertise. Journalists were
identified as ideal hosts, suggesting the
importance of investing in the development
of journalists as podcast hosts.

2. Content format is more indicative of
narrative journalism than podcast category.
Serial documentary limited series displayed
significantly more narrative journalism
techniques than daily news podcasts,
regardless of whether they were categorised
as News or True Crime. Producers should
consider format as a key factor in their
storytelling approach, more so than category.

3. Embrace the multifaceted host role. Hosts
simultaneously function as a narrator,
character, provide a point of view, and
fulfil the traditional interviewer role. This
unique podcasting phenomenon requires
training and support to help hosts navigate
multiple roles effectively while maintaining
authenticity and connection with listeners.
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Introduction

The 20-year-old medium of podcasting has evolved
into a $4 billion industry', but continues to spark
definitional debates, especially amid the growth of
video. Despite this growth, research into podcast
content remains sparse, and is even less prevalent when
examining podcasts through a narrative journalism
lens. Rachel's study addresses this gap by investigating
how narrative journalism, characterised by storytelling
techniques commonly used in fiction, manifests in

two of podcasting’s biggest categories: True Crime
and News. In a period marked by reduced investment
globally and fundamental questions about what
constitutes high-quality, audience engaging content?,
the research provides practical insights for producers,
with evidence-based guidance for creating compelling
audio storytelling.

The Podcast Industry Context

Podcasting emerged from the convergence of iPod
technology, RSS feeds, and traditional broadcast
content. Writer Nick Quah identified three distinct eras:
“the pioneer” period where early podcasters behaved
like bloggers; the “Boom Years” beginning in 2014

when Serial thrust podcasting into the limelight; and
“Big Podcasting” characterised by major technology
investments®. Following large layoffs and production
company closures in 2023 and beyond, the industry
entered what some describe as a period of “rightsizing,”
meaning resources must be allocated more strategically
than ever®.

Podcast listenership continues growing year-on-

year despite commercial turbulence, with audiences
explicitly citing entertainment, information, education,
and sometimes “edutainment”® as key reasons for
listening.

The Challenge of Podcast Categories

Categories in podcast listening apps function as “a
series of parent and child categories” (Barletta, 2023)
that creators can choose for their shows, serving as
powerful tools for discoverability®. However, Apple

"PwC and IAB, “U.S. Podcast Advertising Revenue Study 2023, 7.
’Nover, “The Casualties of the Podcasting Bloodbath.”
*Quah, 2019
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Podcasts provides no definitions for categories
despite their importance, leaving producers to self-
select without criteria. This creates blurred boundaries
between content types within each category. For
example, True Crime often serves as a catchall phrase
for journalistic investigations, including podcasts
about scams where no violent crime occurred. Many
journalists are the hosts of True Crime podcasts,
indicating that there could be alignment with News,
despite audiences approaching both categories for
different reasons.

Narrative Journalism Foundations

Narrative Journalism stems from what Tom Wolfe
dubbed “New Journalism” in 1973, true stories
utilising storytelling techniques from fiction’. Despite
limited international scholarship and clear definition,
it represents an emerging sub-frame of journalism
practice®.

Narrative journalism can actively engage news
consumers more than traditional journalism®. Van
Krieken and Sanders identified six storytelling
characteristics to compel consumers: voice, point of
view, character, setting, plot, and chronology, used
“to report on reality through a subjective filter” (2021,
p. 1404). While most research has emerged from the
United States'®, with limited UK scholarship, few peer-
reviewed studies examine narrative journalism in audio
formats despite podcasting’s naturally intimate nature
lending itself to narrative approaches.

“Goldstein, “The Ups and Downs of Audio in 2023"; Nover, “The Casualties of the Podcasting Bloodbath.”

SMatheny, “How do edutainment podcasts balance learning and diversion?”

®Barletta, “Podcast Industry Glossary.”
’Wielechowski, Introduction to Narrative Journalism, 1.
8Van Krieken and Sanders, “What is narrative journalism?” 1396.

°Ameseder, “Effects of narrative journalism”; Peelo, “Framing homicide narratives,” 163; van Krieken, Hoeken and Sanders, “From Reader to Mediated

Witness,” 581.
°Sims, “The Problem and the Promise of Literary Journalism Studies,” 7.
"Lindgren, “Personal narrative journalism and podcasting.”



Developing the Narrative Podcasting Framework

The Narrative Podcasting Framework, developed

by Rachel to analyse top-performing UK podcasts,
emerged through three sequential research phases.
Phase one involved desk-based research identifying
narrative journalism frameworks from literature. Two

key sources, Van Krieken and Sanders (2021) and
Wielechowski (2021), provided the foundation, revealing
five common elements: theme, character, setting,

plot, and point of view, with voice and chronology as
additional characteristics.

Phase two was interviews with industry professionals,
who listen to News and True Crime podcasts, providing
knowledgeable perspectives beyond average listeners.
These interviews confirmed the theoretical framework
while surfacing two additional sub-techniques that
required incorporation before the third phase of audio
analysis.

Phase three applied the Framework through close
listening analysis of 18 episodes across six podcasts -
three each from the News and True Crime categories.
From News: The News Agents (daily, Global Player
Original), Today in Focus (daily, The Guardian), and A
Very British Cult (serial documentary, BBC Radio 4).
From True Crime: Sweet Bobby (serial, Tortoise Media),
The Girlfriends (Novel and iHeart Media), and Carrie
Jade Does Not Exist (serial, Audio Always).

Voice and the Multifaceted Role of Host

The literature research uncovered that the Voice is the
narrator who puts an experience or a story into words
(Aare, 2016, p. 108). Narration is the “telling” of a story,
providing explanations, summaries, and transitions

for the audience (Shapiro, 2009, p. 156). Voice is not
necessarily the literal voice heard by listeners in the
podcast context, but these two are often condensed
into one due to the role of the host in podcasting. Some
literature describes the narrator role as “only to narrate,
never to create” (Aare, 2019, p. 109) and that it sits
outside of the story (Chatman, 2005), like journalistic
traditions of maintaining objectivity and the practice

of reporting “only the facts” separate from values
(Schudson, 2001, p. 150). However, podcast hosts
generally subvert this, given their close relationship with
listeners.

Interview participants consistently emphasised host
importance as a key listening driver. Several factors
made hosts appealing including subject expertise,
interviewing skills, personality, intelligence, and
chemistry between co-hosts. Respondents didn't
necessarily need to “like” hosts but wanted them to
have specific competencies. One interviewee described
wanting “voices who | trust and respect and think have a
wealth of experience that they bring to their podcast.”
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Connection to the story emerged as crucial and was
described by one respondent as “skin in the game”, and
by another as the host having “some kind of authority
to tell the story.” For News podcasts, this included
beat reporters, former politicians providing insider
knowledge, or journalists with interview expertise. For
True Crime, respondents preferred journalists despite
consuming content for entertainment or escapism
rather than information. Authenticity mattered
significantly.

Voice appeared in all True Crime episodes analysed

and 75% of News episodes. True Crime hosts displayed
narrative voice retelling stories for listeners, while News
episodes without narrative voice featured lengthy
interviews allowing interviewees to share first-hand
accounts without narrator mediation.

The unique multifaceted nature of podcast hosts
simultaneously serving as narrator, character, and
point of view distinguishes them from hosts in other
media. This finding aligned with Nee and Santana’s
identification of a “new norm” (2021) where hosts
centre themselves by explaining how they came to
report stories. Given interviewees' focus on hosts,
Host emerged as a sub-technique under Voice in the
Framework.

Content analysis confirmed the multifaceted host role
identified in interviews. All episodes demonstrated
Host characteristics, with five of six podcasts hosted
by at least one journalist who interviewed subjects

and provided commentary. In The News Agents, host
Emily Maitlis primarily fulfilled Voice function through
explaining stories and providing context as new analysis
was introduced. Co-hosts Jon Sopel and Lewis Goodall
represented Point of View technique, clarifying which
perspective listeners were receiving.

The outlier was The Girlfriends, which featured a

host who was part of the story itself, demonstrating

the host-as-character phenomenon. The Girlfriends
provided clear evidence of host role complexity. Carole
Fisher, while not a journalist, adopted an investigative
role examining her former boyfriend's history and that of
his previous girlfriends. She oscillated between narrative
Voice telling the story, traditional Host interviewing
subjects, and Character in her own right, making the
story’s Point of View—the girlfriends’ perspective—
abundantly clear.

Sweet Bobby host Alexi Mostrous demonstrated
multifaceted roles within the first five minutes of
episode one. He began explaining the show in narrator-
style, immediately flipped to first person explaining

his role within the story (“I've literally spent hours in
their world”), reverted to narrator, then presented his
first interview interaction with protagonist Kirat. This
rapid shifting introduced Alexi's complex positioning
immediately.



Carrie Jade Does Not Exist intentionally allocated
distinct roles across its two-host format. Journalist
Katherine Denkinson adopted Voice through narrating
the story with a more objective outsider Point of View,
maintaining the narratorial role while guiding listeners
through Plot and Chronology. Broadcaster Sue Perkins
provided a subjective Point of View, fulfilling the
listener's perspective experiencing the story for the first
time.

Point of View as Narrative Device

Point of View featured in all but one News episode
and all but two True Crime episodes. In most cases,
the Point of View was consistent for the duration of
the episode. For example, The News Agents episode
“The Post Office Scandal: Why has justice taken two
decades?”, hosts spoke from the Point of View of
journalists who witnessed the story unfold over years
while clearly siding with victims.

Today in Focus demonstrated point of view shifting
more obviously. The entire episode comprised two
interviews—one with a junior doctor, one with a health
reporter—edited together. Each interview switch
brought Point of View changes, becoming more
subjective with the doctor and more objective with
the reporter. This approach aligned with traditional
journalistic balance practices while demonstrating
how different characters can each be sympathetic in
unexpected ways.

True Crime podcasts utilised Point of View more
frequently and effectively than News podcasts. Sue
Perkins in Carrie Jade Does Not Exist actively flipped
into victims' points of view using devices like “imagine,”
encouraging listeners to feel empathy. This switching
between objective and subjective lenses draws listeners
closer to protagonists and key characters.

Alexi Mostrous employed similar techniques in Sweet
Bobby. While the podcast maintained Kirat's point of
view, Alexi invited listeners to step into her perspective:
“imagine her experiences in your own life." Episode

3 interspersed Kirat's point of view with Bobby's real
perspective, increasing narrative tension by providing
two perspectives on one situation, encouraging
listening through to episode end.

Character Development and Eloquence

Character emerged as a common technique across both
categories too. Interview participants emphasised not
only the importance of strong characters but also their
need to be intriguing and sympathetic, as van Krieken
and Sanders identified™. One interviewee explained: “If
there's a key character who | can't wrap my head around,
that's a big draw... When I'm listening, I'll put myself in
the story... what would | do in this situation?”
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One practitioner shared crucial insights about character
requirements in podcasting specifically: characters
must be eloquent when sharing stories in their own
words. “When we're looking at potentially producing our
own series, we might have the best, most compelling
story... But if that interviewee is like talking to a brick
wall, then it's not gonna work.” Without articulate,
expressive characters, content becomes “a big switch
off.”

News podcasts used characters to demonstrate issues
or news items being presented, with all episodes except
two News episodes presenting characters audiences
could empathise with. Today in Focus interviewed
people directly affected by covered news events.
These characters were presented through interviews,
narration, or archive material, each facing clear
obstacles while remaining sympathetic to listeners.

True Crime podcasts tended toward one or two main
characters with peripheral characters introduced as
necessary. Sometimes hosts themselves became key
characters, as in The Girlfriends where host Carole
Fisher was interviewed about her relationship, and the
listener meets her friends and family.

Theme Development

Theme was a technique clear in all True Crime podcasts.
True Crime podcasts established themes explicitly at
series openings, while News podcasts did not overtly
call out such themes. Sweet Bobby opened with: “This
story, the one you're about to hear, it's a love story. It's

a screwed up crazy kind of love story filled with death,
lies, and witness protection programs.” A Very British
Cult similarly announced: “A story about control, about
what can happen when you trust someone else with
your future.”

Making themes clear gives listeners reasons to
continue, creating what Wielechowski calls the
“unforgettable story” (2021). Serial documentary
formats employed this more than daily news shows,
suggesting format as a greater indicator of narrative
journalism than category.

Cultural Context and Escapism

Respondents repeatedly referenced a "bigger cultural
context” as key for listening across both categories. This
manifested as “expanding their world” or “broadening
their horizons"—remaining in zeitgeist conversations,
immersing in cultures outside their experience,
understanding human behaviour anthropologically. One
participant explained: “It's feeling like I'm engaged in the
world around me and that my life is bigger than just the
things that | discover on a day-to-day basis.”

For True Crime specifically, escapism featured
prominently, with listeners unable to identify with



criminal actions: “Escapism more than entertainment,
feeling like I'm being immersed in a world that is so
different to mine because | have absolutely no criminal
tendencies ... 'm intrigued by how people could do
these things because | feel like we're totally different.”
This response, along with literature on Theme as an
element of narrative journalism, established Cultural
Context, giving listeners motivations for content to be
relevant to the current day.

When listening to the chosen podcasts, Cultural
Context demonstrated strong presence, with only

two episodes of The News Agents lacking content
displaying zeitgeist issues or informing listeners about
bigger contexts. This finding validated its inclusion as a
Framework sub-technique.

Like fiction, listeners don't want solely plain facts from
News podcasts or mere escapism from True Crime.
They want to be taken outside their regular world
through the craft of story, as Wielechowski describes
(2021). While taking them outside personal worlds,
narrative techniques further connect listeners to stories
they're hearing, as van Krieken, Hoeken and Sanders
found.

Setting’s Strategic Use

Setting was the Narrative Journalism characteristic
with least presence in either category, not appearing

in every episode even within individual podcasts.
Setting was more prevalent in True Crime than News.
When employed effectively, however, it had a great
impact. Only Today in Focus among News podcasts
utilised Setting to orient listeners. Among the True
Crime podcasts, The Girlfriends employed setting
across all three analysed episodes, using narrator
descriptions to outline specific rooms, cities, or states.
This technique proved effective when employed well to
give a thorough sense of place, centring both past story
elements and present scenes with the host and her
girlfriends.

Setting in audio can be experimented with to bring
listeners into stories. Hosts might explain where they
are and what they're seeing, play audio recorded while
reading evidence for the first time, or explain when
audio is recorded in or outside studio environments. This
technique warrants further research into its importance
within narrative journalism, as neither literature review
nor interview participants provided significant insights
into its contribution to listening experience.

2(van Krieken, 2019).
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Plot, Chronology, and Format Distinctions

Plot appeared in only one News episode while
dominating True Crime podcasts, with only one episode
lacking clear plot technique. Chronology saw similar
patterns being present in only three News episodes
(from Today in Focus and A Very British Cult) versus

all but one True Crime episode (from The Girlfriends)
telling stories chronologically with strategic temporal
jumps for dramatic effect.

Sweet Bobby episode 1 exemplified intentional
chronological manipulation, with host Alexi Mostrous
saying: “I'm going to give you a spoiler... | know what's
coming, | want to go back in time and shout at her.”
This technique immerses listeners by making them feel
they're experiencing events alongside the host, rather
than receiving information in the traditional journalistic
pyramid structure'.

News podcasts displayed less propensity for Plot and
Chronology, often assuming listener knowledge rather
than stepping through stories chronologically. The
News Agents’ Post Office episode discussed recent
developments without explaining the original story,
prioritising analysis over narrative unfolding. The serial
documentary limited series displayed a much greater
likelihood of utilising Plot and Chronology than the daily
news podcasts studied, regardless of category.

This finding reveals format as a more significant
indicator of narrative journalism techniques than
category classification. Daily news podcasts maintained
more traditional journalistic structures across both
categories, while serial documentaries embraced
narrative techniques more fully.



Conclusions

The research demonstrates that
format may be a more reliable
indicator of narrative journalism

techniques than the podcast category.

Serial documentary limited series,
whether categorised as News or True
Crime, employed narrative techniques
more consistently than daily news
podcasts. This suggests producers
should consider format as the primary
factor when deciding storytelling
approaches rather than being
constrained by category conventions.

Host selection emerges as perhaps
the most critical decision for

podcast success, confirming the

idea that “the messenger matters™“.
Audiences across both categories
preferred journalists as hosts, valued
deep connection to stories beyond
expertise, and expected authenticity.
The multifaceted nature of the
podcast host role as simultaneously
narrator, character, point of view, and
interviewer, requires specific skills and
training that differ from traditional
broadcast or print journalism.

The prominence of Voice, Point of
View, Character, and Cultural Context
across most episodes suggests these
should be priority considerations

for producers. Plot and Chronology,
while less universally present, become
crucial in serial documentary formats
where narrative tension drives
continued listening across multiple
episodes.

Bvan Krieken and Sanders identified (2019).
“Heiselberg and Have, "Host Quialities,” 645.
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True Crime podcasts’ tendency to
explicitly announce themes at series
openings provides a model other
podcast categories might adopt.
Making the “unforgettable story” clear
for listeners gives them compelling
reasons to remain engaged. This
technique appeared more in serial
documentaries than daily news shows,
again suggesting format influences
storytelling choices more than
category.

References

Ameseder, C. (2019) ‘Effects of narrative journalism on
interest and comprehension: an overview’, Journal of
Education and Humanities, 2(2), pp. 29-50.

Barletta, B. (2023) Podcast Industry Glossary. Available at:
https://soundsprofitable.com/article/podcast-industry-

glossary/

Goldstein, S. (2023) The Ups and Downs of Audio in
2023'. Available at: https://www.amplifimedia.com/
blogstein-1/the-ups-and-downs-of-audio-in-2023

Heiselberg, L. & Have, I. (2023) 'Host Quialities:
Conceptualising Listeners’ Expectations for Podcast
Hosts’, Journalism Studies, 24(5), pp. 631-649.

Lindgren, M. (2016) ‘Personal narrative journalism and
podcasting’, Radio Journal: International Studies in
Broadcast & Audio Media, 14(1), pp. 23—41.

Matheny, K. (2020) ‘How do edutainment podcasts
balance learning and diversion?: Case studies on medical
history topics’, Radio Journal: International Studies in
Broadcast & Audio Media, 20(2), pp. 191-208.

Nee, R., Santana, A. (2021) ‘Podcasting the Pandemic:
Exploring Storytelling Formats and Shifting Journalistic
Norms in News Podcasts Related to the Coronavirus’,
Journalism Practice, 16, pp. 1-18.

Nover, S. (2023) ‘The Casualties of the Podcasting
Bloodbath'. Available at: https://slate.com/

business/2023/12/podcasts-layoffs-spotify-heavyweight-
stolen-amazon.html

Peelo, M. (2006) ‘Framing homicide narratives in
newspapers: Mediated witness and the construction of
virtual victimhood', Crime Media Culture, 2(2), pp. 159-
175.

PwC, IAB (2023) U.S. Podcast Advertising Revenue Study
2023. Available at: https://www.iab.com/wp-content/



https://soundsprofitable.com/article/podcast-industry-glossary/
https://soundsprofitable.com/article/podcast-industry-glossary/
https://www.amplifimedia.com/blogstein-1/the-ups-and-downs-of-audio-in-2023
https://www.amplifimedia.com/blogstein-1/the-ups-and-downs-of-audio-in-2023
https://slate.com/business/2023/12/podcasts-layoffs-spotify-heavyweight-stolen-amazon.html
https://slate.com/business/2023/12/podcasts-layoffs-spotify-heavyweight-stolen-amazon.html
https://slate.com/business/2023/12/podcasts-layoffs-spotify-heavyweight-stolen-amazon.html
https://www.iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/IAB_US_Podcast_Advertising_Revenue_Study_2023_Part_2.pdf

uploads/2023/10/IAB_US_Podcast_Advertising_Revenue_
Study 2023 _Part_2.pdf

Quah, N. (2019) ‘Eras of podcasting’. Available at: https://
www.vulture.com/2019/podcasting-eras.html

Sims, N. (2009) 'The Problem and the Promise of Literary
Journalism Studies’, Literary Journalism Studies, 1(1), pp.
7-16.

Van Krieken, K. (2019) ‘Literary, Long-Form or Narrative
Journalism’, The International Encyclopedia of Journalism
Studies, pp. 1-7.

Van Krieken, K., Hoeken, H., Sanders, J. (2015) ‘From
Reader to Mediated Witness: The Engaging Effects
of Journalistic Crime Narratives’, Journalism & Mass
Communication Quarterly, 92(3), pp. 580-596.

Van Krieken, K., Sanders, J. (2021) ‘What is narrative
journalism? A systematic review and an empirical agenda’,
Journalism, 22(6), pp. 1393-1412.

Wielechowski, B. (2021) Introduction to Narrative
Journalism: Real Stories, Artfully Told. UM-Dearborn Open
Education.

Wolfe, T. (1973) The New Journalism. New York: Harper
and Row.

Journalism Leadership Insights

About JlLeaders Insights

This chapter is part of the JILeaders Insights
series, which showcases research by graduates
of the Journalism Innovation and Leadership
Programme at the University of Lancashire.

As we enter the twentieth anniversary year of
journalism-leadership research and education at
Lancashire—rooted in England’s oldest university-
based journalism programme, founded in 1962—
the series reflects a tradition of innovation shaped
in part by the work of Dr Francois Nel, Reader

in Media Innovation and Entrepreneurship. The
programme offers a flexible, part-time distance-
learning pathway from PG Certificate to MA

and PhD by Portfolio. The full publication will

be released in Spring 2026 and launched at our
Sprint JILeaders Forum online in March.

For enquiries about the JlLeaders Insights series or the Journalism Innovation and Leadership Programme:

Website: www.mediainnovationstudio.org
General enquiries: mediainnovationstudio@gmail.com

Programme enquiries: JILeaders@lancashire.ac.uk



https://www.iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/IAB_US_Podcast_Advertising_Revenue_Study_2023_Part_2.pdf
https://www.iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/IAB_US_Podcast_Advertising_Revenue_Study_2023_Part_2.pdf
https://www.vulture.com/2019/podcasting-eras.html
https://www.vulture.com/2019/podcasting-eras.html

