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ABSTRACT

Previous research has provided limited insight into why
podcasts hosts are perceived to be authentic and has not
examined how characteristics that are seen as being
indicative of authenticity can relate to parasocial rela-
tionships (PSRs). In this study, a thematic analysis of semi-
structured interviews with 10 podcast users revealed the
presence of certain markers of authenticity associated
with their favorite hosts. Ordinariness, immediacy, and
similarity were viewed as being able to contribute to
PSRs by creating a feeling of friendship whilst freedom,
spontaneity, imperfection and confessions were viewed
as being able to contribute by creating a feeling of
knowing the hosts.

Podcasts have been defined as audio and video files that can be downloaded to
a desktop computer, iPod, or other portable media players for playback whenever
and wherever a user desires (McClung & Johnson, 2010). Research shows that
podcasting is gaining familiarity, whilst being accessed increasingly by
a substantial number of media users, some of whom consume podcasts more
than any other source of media (Bratcher, 2020). Podcasts hosted by stand-up
comedians have featured a wide variety of guests including high-profile figures
such as then-President of the United States Barack Obama who appeared on
Marc Maron’s WTF (Maron, 2009 - present) (Llinares et al., 2018; Symons, 2017)
and tech entrepreneur Elon Musk who made headlines for smoking marijuana
on The Joe Rogan Experience (Rogan, 2009 -present) (Neate & Wong, 2018). The
reach of podcasts hosted by stand-up comedians should also not be under-
estimated, because as indicated by Ryan (2017) within a few days of releasing
an episode the equivalent of entire towns or cities of people are listening to the
podcasts of stand-up comedians such as Joe Rogan and Duncan Trussell.
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As argued by Mintz (1985), stand-up comedy “is arguably the oldest, most
universal, basic, and deeply significant form of humorous expression
(excluding perhaps spontaneous, informal social joking and teasing)”
(p. 71). Those who perform it confront virtually all aspects of our culture
and society, whilst playing an important role in the expression of shared
beliefs and behavior as well as changing social roles and expectations (Mintz,
1985). Therefore, examining the podcasts of stand-up comedian hosts is
important because of their involvement in a profession that can provide
valuable insight into society and culture (Mintz, 1985), in addition to the
large number of people that they reach via podcasts (Ryan, 2017), and the
large number of podcasts that they host (Marx, 2015).

Although podcasts in general have been studied since the early 2000s
(Wendland, 2024) some aspects of scholarship such as hosts (Schlitz &
Hedder, 2021) and audiences remain underdeveloped. The comedy podcast
also remains a largely unexplored subgenre of contemporary comedy (Marx,
2015).

Therefore, the rationale of this study is to contribute to the limited
academic research on comedy podcasts whilst focusing on the under-
researched area of relationships between hosts and users. In order to do
this, the study utilizes the concepts of PSRs and mediated authenticity, both
of which are touched upon in more detail in the literature review section of
this article.

Literature Review

PSRs can be defined as a feeling of intimacy and a sense of relationship with
media figures that continues outside the context of a particular media
exposure situation (Tukachinsky et al., 2020). They can involve strong
emotional responses (Levy, 1979) and a feeling that media figures are friends
(Rubin et al., 1985) who we know things about as a result of putting forth
time and commitment, which in turn leads to an increased connection (Eyal
& Dailey, 2012). However, unlike interpersonal relationships, PSRs are one-
sided because it is only the media user who observes and feels close to the
media figure and not vice versa (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008).

Since its conception by Horton and Richard Wohl (1956), research on
PSRs has been extensive, appearing in disciplines such as communication,
psychology and marketing (Tukachinsky et al., 2020). Nonetheless, more
than half of the empirical studies focused on parasocial phenomena have
been concerned with the media of film and television (Liebers & Schramm,
2019). Although much less common (Liebers & Schramm, 2019), research on
radio has revealed that PSRs can impact listeners’ perception that their
favorite radio personalities influence their general opinions and perspectives
(Quintero Johnson & Patnoe-Woodley, 2016), that behavioral change in
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response to media exposure can be facilitated by PSRs between audience
members and characters that appear in radio soap operas (Papa et al., 2000),
that celebrity status can influence the acceptance of religious messages due to
PSRs with hosts (Shabazz, 2024) and that radio can foster strong PSRs by
providing listeners with a sense of connection, identity, and community
(Fox, 2024).

In recent years, scholars have also started investigating PSRs with podcast
hosts from a number of different angles. Their research has shown that
forming PSRs with hosts can be a motivation for podcast use (Perks &
Turner, 2019), that PSRs can have strong positive effects on users’ attitudes
and behavior (Schliitz & Hedder, 2021), that PSRs can predict to what extent
users perceive themselves as benefitting from a podcast (Pavelko & Myrick,
2020), that PSRs can impact whether or not users express trust in what hosts
have to say (Brinson & Lemon, 2022), that PSRs can contribute to users’
psychological and sociocultural adjustment (Maloney Yorganci & Coen,
2024) and that PSRs can have a direct and positive influence on users’
identification with hosts, which in turn can be positively associated with
their willingness to keep subscriptions (Chen & Keng, 2023). However, in
these studies the concept of authenticity remains on the periphery, occasion-
ally making an appearance that is usually fleeting.

In one such study Soto-Vasquez et al. (2022) examined the use of
podcasts amongst a sample of young, primarily Latina/o/x users, during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors found that as participants devel-
oped deeply personal connections with the podcasts and their content,
hosts morphed into personal friends through one-sided, yet beneficial
PSRs. Authenticity was described as an important aspect of interest for
podcasts. Whilst no definition for authenticity was provided, the article
did indicate that participants found hosts relatable and appreciated their
openness (especially when mental health issues were discussed during the
height of the pandemic, which was a time when many felt deeply
anxious). The fact that podcasts did not appear to be highly produced
like movies and television also made hosts seem more relatable, even
though some of the listeners were fully aware of the fact that authenticity
can be staged. In spontaneous and unsolicited comments relating to
advertising, host authenticity was also often mentioned as being a direct
path to purchasing products or further content promoted by the hosts,
similar to findings from Brinson and Lemon (2022). In another study,
Heiselberg and Have (2023) empirically identified and conceptualized
what podcast users expect from hosts and found that in addition to
knowledge and storytelling, listeners expected PSRs with hosts who have
an attractive personality, are engaged and passionate, make self-
disclosures, use everyday language and have a mood that is constant.
Participants highlighted that it is important for podcast hosts to be
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generous with their personality and that they take comfort in those who
provide self-disclosure by showing vulnerability, authenticity, and humor.
Whilst it is not clear exactly what is meant by authenticity, this informa-
tion was presented under PSRs which was one of the categories of
expectations users had of podcasts hosts. Brinson and Lemon (2022)
examined whether podcast users in a PSR associated any or all of
Nunes et al. (2021) six components of authenticity (accuracy, connected-
ness, integrity, legitimacy, originality, and proficiency) with brands adver-
tised by their preferred host and found that all six judgments influenced
their perceptions of the brand’s authenticity when a PSR was present.
Finally, Schliitz and Hedder’s (2021) study found that the more authentic
podcast users perceived hosts to be, the more extensive their PSRs. To
evaluate hosts’ attractiveness, the study used Baefller’s (2009), p. 25 items
scale that contained aspects of social, behavioral and physical attractive-
ness. An exploratory factor analysis was performed which showed that the
scale could be split into six factors including authenticity (which in turn
included being affable, credible, open, down-to-earth and sensitive).

When taken together, these studies suggest that authenticity is an impor-
tant part of interest toward podcasts (Soto-Vasquez et al., 2022). Users expect
to form PSRs with hosts who they perceive to be authentic (Heiselberg &
Have, 2023), and the more authentic hosts are perceived to be, the more
extensive these PSRs (Schliitz & Hedder, 2021). However, these studies do
not explicitly focus on why podcast hosts are perceived to be authentic. The
six characteristics of authenticity used in Brinson and Lemon’s (2022) study
are related to brands rather than podcast hosts, and in Schliitz and Hedder’s
(2021) study it is not clear why the decision was made to label certain factors
of Baefiler’s (2009) scale as authenticity. Most of the studies are also impre-
cise about what they mean by authenticity. To not fall in to the same trap,
this study uses Enli’s (2014) theory of mediated authenticity and her non-
exhaustive list of markers that can contribute to the assessment of a media
figure or text being authentic, in order to examine the relationship between
perceived authenticity and PSRs with podcast hosts.

According to Enli (2014), the authenticity of media figures can be seen as
paradoxical, because by definition media texts are constructed, manipulated
or outright faked versions of reality. However, that does not change the fact
mediated authenticity is a social construct that can be achieved through an
interplay between, on the one hand, audience expectations and preconcep-
tions about what determines a sense of the real, and on the other, media
producers’ success in delivering content that corresponds to these notions
(Enli, 2014). Based on the theoretical discussion and case studies in her book
Mediated Authenticity: How the Media Constructs Reality, Enli (2014) out-
lines certain markers that can contribute to the assessment of a media figure
or text being authentic. In this context, markers of authenticity refer to
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characteristics or indicators that suggest that a media figure or text is
authentic. Whilst acknowledging that her list is by no means exhaustive,
the seven markers that she mentions are as follows:

(1) Predictability
(2) Spontaneity
(3) Immediacy
(4) Confessions
(5) Ordinariness
(6) Ambivalence
(7) Imperfection

(1) Predictability refers to how mediated authenticity is crafted via a consistent
use of genre features and conventions for mediated communication, and the
trustworthiness of mediated content is often evaluated based on previous
experiences with the media. (2) Media figures who seem improvised and
spontaneous come across as more personal, engaged and emotionally driven.
Therefore, they seem more authentic than calculated and strategic. (3)
Immediacy is closely related to “liveness” and imparts a sense of togetherness
where the media figure and user are connected in a shared now where they
construct meaning as well as authenticity. (4) When media figures make
confessions and disclose personal secrets or details about themselves, they
seem more relatable and authentic. (5) The more mundane or ordinary
a media figure appears to be, the more authentic and representative of “the
people” he or she seems. Ordinariness is seen as authentic because it contra-
dicts the glamorously mediated. (6) Ambivalent media figures who are not
dogmatic about “the truth” seem more authentic than unambiguous and
confident performers who claim to be authentic in mediated communication.
(7) Finally, a media text lacking even a minor flaw or mistake can be seen as
“too perfect” and hence inauthentic (Enli, 2014).

Because of the concept’s intangible and unmeasurable nature (Spinelli &
Dann, 2019) whether a media figure is authentic ultimately depends on the
subjective evaluation of each user (Gilpin et al., 2010). The fact that a podcast
user identifies a marker of authenticity in a host does not mean that they will
necessarily arrive at the Conclusion that they are authentic. This is the case
because assessing the authenticity of a media figure often involves
a combination of these markers, and users may prioritize certain factors
based on their own values and perspectives. As the authenticity of a media
figure is subjective, this study is not concerned with establishing whether or
not podcast hosts are authentic. Instead, it is concerned with exploring which
markers of authenticity podcast users associate with their favorite hosts and
how these markers can relate to different aspects of PSRs. For the purpose of
this study, authenticity is taken as being connected with and expressive of the
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core of one’s personality (Ferrara, 2002) or the opposition to whatever is
fake, unreal or false (Enli, 2014). Mediated authenticity is not seen as para-
doxical (Enli, 2014), unless that is the position of podcast users.

Method

This study is comprised of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 10
stand-up comedian hosted podcast users. Utilizing this method allowed the
researchers to explore the respondents’ complex social worlds by eliciting
vivid pictures of their perspectives, opinions, feelings and experiences
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) relating to their relationships with podcast hosts.
Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants, who were selected if
they met the criteria determined by the researcher as relevant to fulfilling the
purpose of the study (Given, 2008). In order to participate in this study,
podcast users had to be at least 18 years old and had to access a stand-up
comedian hosted podcast at least once a month.

The saturation of data was used as a guiding principle when deciding the
adequacy of the purposive sample (Bryman, 2012; Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).
Saturation refers to the point in data collection when no additional issues or
insights are identified and data begins to repeat (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).
As this point was reached, further data collection was seen as redundant, and
the sample size was deemed to be adequate (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). This
indicated that the data collected captured the diversity, depth and nuances of
the issue being studied (Francis et al., 2010).

After the interview questions were piloted with friends and colleagues in
order to ensure that they would elicit the desired information in the smoothest
way possible, an Invitation Letter was shared on the personal page of the first
author’s social media platforms Facebook and Instagram.' Podcast users who
read the Invitation Letter and volunteered to be interviewed were asked to
contact the researcher via e-mail or the social media site where they viewed the
Invitation Letter. The researcher and interviewee then arranged a mutually
acceptable time for the interview to take place and the interviewee was
provided with the necessary details about how to join the interview. All inter-
views were conducted online via the video conferencing software Microsoft
Teams or Zoom, and lasted somewhere between half an hour to an hour.

Ethical approval for the research was granted by the University of Salford’s
Ethics Committee (reference no: 255) and the study adhered strictly to the
British Psychological Society’s Code of Ethics and Conduct (British
Psychological Society, 2021). Before the interviews commenced each partici-
pant was asked if they read and understood the Invitation Letter and con-
firmation was provided regarding consenting to participating in the study.

The age, gender and favorite podcast of each participant can be seen in
Table 1.



MALONEY YORGANCI AND MCMURTRY 7

Table 1 Semi — Structured Interview Participants

Participant Pseudonym Gender? Age Favourite Podcast
1 Georgia Female 27 What's Upset You Now
2 Dylan Male 28 Olumlu Diinya

3 Elise Female 28 Monday Morning Podcast
4 Britney Female 25 O Tarz Mi?

5 Michael Male 30 Joe Rogan Experience
6 Chris Male 28 Tim Dillon Show

7 Fred Male 30 Joe Rogan Experience
8 Ivy Female 29 O Tarz Mi?

9 Gigi Female 32 Ask lliza Anything

10 Carl Male 27 Joe Rogan Experience

Table 2 Participants’ Favorite Podcasts

Name Host(s) Launch Date Network Country Description
What's Upset Seann Walsh & May 2020 Keep It United 15 minute long
You Now? Paul Light Kingdom  conversations
McCaffrey Media between the hosts

about things that
infuriate everyone.
Olumlu Deniz Ozturhan ~ March 2020  Podbee Turkey Monologues prepared
Diinya Media to fully exercise our
right not to go crazy,
laugh and feel good
despite everything.

Monday Bill Burr January 2011 All Things ~ United Monologues featuring
Morning Comedy States rants about topics
Podcast from relationship

advice and sports to
the llluminati.

O Tarz Mi? Bengi Apak, December 2017 otarzmi Turkey Hilarious and thought-

Can Bonomo provoking

& Can Temiz conversations
(previously between the hosts
Ismail who explore
Turkusev) a variety of topics

with a unique blend
of insight and

humour.

Joe Joe Rogan December 2009 Spotify United Long form
Rogan States conversations with
Experience guests that include

comedians, actors,
musicians, MMA
fighters, authors,
artists and beyond.

Ask lliza lliza Shlesinger ~ October 2018  Earwolf United Hilarious takes on the
Anything States problems of listeners
who submit

questions for the
host (and occasional
celebrity) guests to
answer.
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According to Edison Research (2020) users between 25 and 34 years of age
accessed podcasts for a minimum of five hours per week, more than users in
any other age category. Therefore, it is fitting that all of the participants in
this study fell within this category. Further information about the favorite
podcast of each participant can be seen in Table 2.

Analysis

Upon the completion of the interviews, thematic analysis was used to
identify, analyze and report patterns (themes) within the data that was
collected (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The approach to thematic analysis used
in this study was template analysis (King, 2012).

The first step of the analysis was defining priori themes and subthemes (i.e.,
those determined in advance of coding) (King, 2012). The two priori themes of
the template analysis were PSRs and Perceived Authenticity. “Feelings of know-
ing the hosts” and “feelings of friendship” were the priori subthemes of PSRs,
whilst based on Enli’s (2014) markers of mediated authenticity “predictability,”
“spontaneity,” “immediacy,” “confessions,” “ordinariness,” “ambivalence” and
“imperfection” were the priori subthemes of Perceived Authenticity.

After defining the priori themes and subthemes, interview recordings
were transcribed and each transcript read through thoroughly (King,
2012). This was followed by the initial coding of the data. Parts of the
transcripts relevant to the purpose of the study (i.e. codes) were identified
(King, 2012). If they were encompassed by one of the priori subthemes the
codes were attached to them (King, 2012). When there was no relevant
subtheme for codes to be attached to, new ones were devised (King, 2012).
This led to the emergence of two new subthemes relating to Perceived
Authenticity, “similarity” and “freedom.” The perception that participants’
favorite hosts are similar to them in different ways (including views, sense of
humor, characteristics and interests) was seen as adding to the perception of
the hosts™ authenticity, because of a belief that if they are authentic about
whatever they think is a similarity, then so is the host. The perception of
podcast hosts being free as a result of the medium they operate in was also
seen as adding to the perception of hosts’ authenticity, because it created the
impression that they were talking about what they want to talk about in the
way that they want to talk about it, because of a lack of outside interference.

After the completion of the process described in the previous paragraph,
the initial template was produced. This took place after only a subset of the
transcripts had been coded (King, 2012). The template was then developed
by applying it to the full data set (King, 2012). Existing subthemes were
deleted when they seemed redundant (King, 2012), which resulted in
“ambivalence” and “predictability” being removed as subthemes of
Perceived Authenticity.
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It was decided that the template was final when there were no
substantial sections of the data clearly relevant to the purpose of the
study that could not be coded and placed within a subtheme (King,
2012). The final template was then used to help interpret and write up
the results of the analysis (King, 2012).

Results

This section of the article presents the themes and subthemes that emerged
from the thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews.

PSRs

Most participants used language that indicated PSRs with their favorite
hosts. The two subthemes of PSRs were “feeling of knowing the host” and
“feeling of friendship.”

Feeling of Knowing the Host

The majority of participants used language that indicated a feeling of know-
ing the hosts. Touching upon Seann Walsh and Paul McCaffrey, Georgia
stated:

At first I couldn’t really differentiate which one is which, because it’s two
voices and I've never listened [to] them individually. I'm like “Okay, which
one’s saying that?” and then from their laughter I can recognize which one.
They have very distinct laughter, and [a] very distinct way of talking and
arguing. It’s great. You get to know about what they’re like, [what] they don’t
like, what their lives are like, [and] even what their internet provider is.

Hence, for this participant it was possible to get to know a lot about the
characteristics and lives of hosts (who initially could not even be dis-
tinguished by voice) as a result of listening to their podcast. Similarly,
Elise thought that by listening to Bill Burr’s podcast, she was able to
know about the host’s views, insights, analysis and day-to-day life.
Therefore, for this participant it was also possible to become familiar
with a person she had never met, just by listening to their podcast.
Touching upon why Joe Rogan hosts his podcast, Carl stated: “I think ...
he does ... it not for any money or anything, but just to learn.”
Whether correct or incorrect, this assertion reveals that the participant
thinks that he knows the host well-enough to be able to speculate about
why he is podcasting.
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Feeling of Friendship

Many of the participants used language that indicated they had a feeling
of friendship toward their favorite hosts. For Gigi, Iliza Schlesinger
occupied the role of a particular kind of friend i.e. the friend who
doesn’t just tell you what you want to hear, but who tells you what
you need. For Ivy, Bengi Apak was a substitute for interpersonal friends
during a time when she was having anxiety issues and wasn’t able to
hang out with them. Describing his relationship with Tim Dillon, Chris
stated:

You almost feel like . .. he’s a friend, someone you’d want to hang out with, go
for a beer with ... You almost imagine in your mind the kind of conversations
you’d have with the host if you met them. And you think he’d be a fun person
to hang out with.

Hence, for this participant the feeling of friendship also led to envisioning
what it would be like if he and the host were actually talking and spending
time together.

Perceived Authenticity

The majority of participants used language that indicated they perceived
their favorite hosts to be authentic. The hosts were often described as being
“honest” (Georgia), “genuine” (Elise) and “natural” (Britney) which were
characteristics that were appreciated even when participants did not agree
with what they were saying (Georgia). Despite sometimes having “opposite
opinions” (Britney) with their co-hosts the hosts were described as just
saying what they think (Britney) and being themselves in every way (Ivy).
They were also perceived as being authentic when advertising because they
didn’t talk about products “that are clearly being pumped out to ... every...
podcast” and “didn’t come across as ... genuinely being like ‘Oh my god.
I use this product every day. I swear by it” (Elise). When speaking about
their favorite hosts, all of the participants brought up at least one of the
following seven markers of Perceived Authenticity:

¢ Ordinariness
e Immediacy
e Similarity

e Freedom

¢ Spontaneity
¢ Imperfection
¢ Confessions
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Ordinariness

Almost all of the participants used language that indicated the ordinariness
of their favorite hosts. For example, Joe Rogan was described as being
a “really common guy,” “an ordinary guy who just wants to learn” (Carl)
and “a plain American guy from Boston” (Michael). Whilst some partici-
pants thought that the topics their favorite hosts talked about were “really
common” (Gigi) and “things that you can relate to” (Georgia) others stated
that the questions they asked were similar to the questions that they would
ask if they were talking to the guests themselves. Hosts were also described as
being “one of us” (Carl) and “not pretentious” (Elise). To most of the inter-
view participants, the hosts did not seem glamorously mediated as they told
“sexual jokes” (Britney), touched upon “annoying” (Georgia) things that
happened in their daily lives and had “their own vocabulary” that they
used in certain situations (Ivy). In relation to Bengi Apak, Ivy recollected:

She mentioned that she has some skin concerns, which make her uncomfor-
table, in front of cameras and in front of people. And that made me ... feel
similar because most of the time ... every woman has issues about their
appearance.

The interviews also demonstrated how the perception of hosts being ordinary
can add to podcast users’ feeling of friendship toward them. For example, the
sexual jokes told by Ismail Tiirkiisev made Britney feel like part of “a friend
group” rather than an “established podcast” and the fact that Bengi Apak and
her co-hosts used their own vocabulary in certain situations made Ivy feel like
“part of their team” once she started understanding it. In this way, the inter-
views also demonstrated how participants’ perception of the hosts’ ordinari-
ness can contribute to their PSRs, by creating a feeling of friendship.

Immediacy

The majority of participants used language that indicated a sense of imme-
diacy. Whilst listening to the podcasts, participants felt like they were “in the
conversation” (Michael) and “meeting up with” hosts (Elise). Describing
O Tarz Mi? (Apak et al,, 2017 - present), Ivy stated:

It gives that feeling that you're part of them. You're not someone from [the]
outside.

Hence, for this participant there was a feeling of being directly involved with
the podcast and her favorite host. A sense of “liveness” was also touched
upon by participants who noted that Tim Dillon was using “up-to-date
humor” to reflect on “things that had just happened” (Chris) and that
Deniz Ozturhan was “picking trendy topics” that made you feel “in it”
(Dylan).
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The interviews also demonstrated how the perception of immediacy can
add to podcast users’ feeling of friendship toward the hosts. The fact that
Dylan felt like he was “in the conversation” made him feel like he was “in the
chat with his friends.” Similarly, the fact that Britney felt like “one of the
group” made the hosts of her favorite podcast “feel like friends.” In this way,
the interviews also demonstrated how the participants’ perception of imme-
diacy can contribute to their PSRs, by creating a feeling of friendship.

Similarity

Almost all of the participants indicated that they had similarities with their
favorite host. Speaking about Ismail Tiirkiisev, Britney commented:

I mean, in my friend group I am the one [who] generally also like[s] making
these provocative jokes. Let’s say... [who] doesn’t care what people think.
I just say what I think and also ... when ... outside with friends, I really don’t
act like “Oh yeah, I need to behave” ... just go with the flow and I think he’s
like this too.

Other perceived similarities between participants and hosts included being
“humble” (Michael), liking “to stretch the boundaries of imagination”
(Chris) and putting one’s “physical and mental mind into stress” (Carl).
Fred stated that he liked Joe Rogan because they had a “similar interest in
some topics,” and Michael noted that if some people considered the host to
be “a bit [of a] right winger” then he could also be considered “a bit [of a]
right winger.”

The interviews also demonstrated how the perception that participants’
favorite hosts are similar to them can add to a feeling of friendship. For
example, Dylan stated that he felt “really close to” Deniz Ozturhan because
she was a “female version” of himself and Ivy felt “closer” to Bengi Apak
because they were both women who represented the “masculinity and
femininity inside [of] them.” In this way, the interviews also demonstrated
how participants’ perception of being similar with hosts can contribute to
their PSRs, by creating a feeling of friendship.

Freedom

Almost half of the participants used language that indicated the freedom
enjoyed by their favorite host. Discussing how Bill Burr can talk about
whatever he likes on the podcast, one participant stated: “If he wants to
talk about humus he will talk about humus” (Elise). Another participant
highlighted that Ismail Tiirkiisev and his co-hosts have freedom regarding
when they record and release new episodes, as well as which hosts are present
(Britney). Carl contrasted his favorite podcast hosts with actors who he
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described as “puppets,” implying that unlike other celebrities, podcast hosts
are free because they are not being controlled by others. This was explained
in more detail by Chris who focused on why Tim Dillon had great freedom
because of the medium he operates in:

I like the medium of podcasting, in it gives a huge creative freedom to the artist,
to the comedian. They’re not . .. beholden to . . . producers and advertisers in the
same way. I mean, he has Patreon subscribers so he is beholden to his listeners.
And there’s that intimate relationship. He was the first person I really saw with
a huge volume of paid subscribers. So I was like “Wow, this guy has financial
freedom and creative freedom through podcasting, how amazing is that?” He
doesn’t have a boss. And he’s able to make a great living, and also do and say
what he wants. So it just made me... think about how much creative and
financial freedom can come from podcasting if you. .. smash it.

The interviews also demonstrated how the perception of hosts being free can add
to podcast users’ feeling of getting to know them. The fact that Bill Burr talked
about whatever he wanted made Elise think that she was learning “his perspec-
tive on things” whilst the fact that Tim Dillon had “free rein” to talk about what
he wanted made his podcast feel “very personal” (Chris). In this way, the
interviews also demonstrated how participants’ perception of hosts being free
can contribute to their PSRs, by creating a feeling of getting to know them.

Spontaneity

Approximately half of the participants referred to the spontaneity of their
favorite hosts. Regarding Iliza Schlesinger, Gigi noted:

She’s a human being she’s just talking...She’s asking ... questions to other
women. They’re just sharing a question with her and she’s just answering.

Other participants also thought that their favorite hosts just said what was on
their mind (Elise) and what they think (Britney), directly reflecting how they
were feeling (Ivy). When hosts advertised products, this also came across as
spontaneous, rather than preplanned and strategic. For example, one parti-
cipant stated that her favorite host just shared her experience about products
rather than “pushing, pushing, pushing” them (Gigi).

The interviews also demonstrated how the perception of hosts’ spon-
taneity can add to podcast users’ feeling of knowing them. For example,
the fact that Ismail Tiirkiisev just said “what he thinks and doesn’t really
care if it is a podcast or not” made Britney think that she knew about his
opinions and the fact that Bill Burr just “felt like he was having
a conversation” made Elise feel like she knew what he cared about. In
this way, the interviews also demonstrated how participants’ perception of
the hosts” spontaneity can contribute to their PSRs, by creating a feeling
of getting to know them.
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Imperfection

Most participants indicated that their favorite hosts were imperfect. For
example, touching upon Bill Burr, Elise stated:

Sometimes he really rambles and goes on and on about something that’s not
really a big issue to me.

Similarly, Dylan thought that Deniz Oztiirhan could take too long talking
about small subjects, whilst Carl thought that the way Joe Rogan talked could
be “really exaggerated.”

The interviews also demonstrated how the perception of the hosts and
their podcasts being imperfect can add to podcast users’ feeling of getting to
know them as people rather than media figures worried about delivering
a perfect presentation. For example, Gigi thought that Iliza Schlesinger being
“kind of messy” and a “bit silly” made her “really human,” whilst Ivy noted
Bengi Apak and her co-hosts were “more free” to be themselves as they
weren’t aiming to be perfect. In this way, the interviews also demonstrated
how participants’ perception of hosts and their podcasts being imperfect can
contribute to their PSRs, by creating a feeling of getting to know them.

Confessions

Nearly half of the participants used language that indicated confessions from
their favorite hosts. For example, regarding Bengi Apek, Ivy
commented:

You can see her someday ... she’s upset or she’s not well motivated. She
directly reflects that ... She directly shares everything about her feelings.

In addition to making confessions about their negative feelings, the hosts also
spoke about being “bullied in high school” (Michael), suffering from anxiety
and being uncomfortable about their appearance (Ivy).

The interviews also demonstrated how confessions from hosts can add to
podcast users’ feeling of getting to know them. For example, Georgia stated
that confessions about what upset Seann Walsh & Paul McCaffrey, allowed
her to “get to know them” whilst Ivy thought that she “got to know” Bengi
Apak “better” as a result of her confessions on the podcast. In this way, the
interviews also demonstrated how confessions from hosts can contribute to
their PSRs with users, by creating a feeling of getting to know them.

Discussion & Conclusion

Whilst previous research suggested that authenticity is an important part of
interest toward podcasts (Soto-Vasquez et al., 2022), that users expect to
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form PSRs with hosts who they perceive to be authentic (Heiselberg & Have,
2023) and that the more authentic hosts are perceived to be the more
extensive these PSRs (Schliitz & Hedder, 2021), they did not explicitly
focus on why hosts are perceived to be authentic or how characteristics
that are seen as being indicative of authenticity relate to PSRs.

That being said, there are some similarities between the insight produced
from those studies and the findings of this article. For example, in one of those
studies Heiselberg and Have (2023) indicated that podcast users expect to form
PSRs with hosts who make self-disclosures and use everyday language. Whilst
the authors did not explicitly define these characteristics as markers of authen-
ticity, making self-disclosures relates to the marker of confessions identified in
this article, and using everyday language relates to ordinariness. In Schliitz and
Hedder’s (2021) study, being open and down-to earth were two of the five
factors of authenticity. Being down to earth relates to the marker of ordinari-
ness identified in this article, whilst being open relates to confessions. The
other three factors identified in Schliitz and Hedder’s (2021) study were being
affable, credible and sensitive. However, these factors do not relate to the
markers of authenticity identified in this article. Finally, participants in Soto-
Vasquez et al. (2022) study found hosts to be relatable and described them as
actual people having real life-conversations. These sentiments relate to the
marker of ordinariness identified in this article. Participants also noted that
they felt like the hosts were in the room with them and that they were part of
conversations. These sentiments relate to the marker of immediacy. Finally, the
participants stated that they appreciated the openness of hosts when discussing
things like mental health issues. These sentiments relate to the marker of
confessions. None of the studies mentioned above shed light on how different
markers of authenticity relate to the development of PSRs. However, this
article suggests that spontaneity and confessions can contribute to PSRs by
creating the feeling of getting to know hosts, whilst immediacy and ordinari-
ness can contribute by creating the feeling of friendship.

In addition to the four mentioned above, participants in this study also
mentioned another of Enli’s (2014) markers of mediated authenticity, which
did not make an appearance in previous research. This marker was imperfection,
and the article suggests that it can contribute to PSRs by creating a feeling of
knowing the hosts. As a result, five out of seven of Enli’s (2014) markers of
mediated authenticity were mentioned by participants in this study (ordinari-
ness, immediacy, spontaneity, confessions and imperfection). In addition to these
markers, two new ones were also identified (freedom and similarity), further
contributing to the concept of mediated authenticity. Freedom was seen as being
able to contribute to PSRs by creating a feeling of knowing the hosts, whilst
similarity was seen as being able to contribute by creating a feeling of friendship.

However, it must also be acknowledged that markers of mediated authenticity
may differ from one medium to another. In their exploration of the perspectives
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of producers and audiences of the New Zealand television program Country
Calendar, Fountaine and Bulmer (2022) found three out of seven markers of
Enli’s (2014) mediated authenticity (predictability, spontaneity and ordinari-
ness), with some tension around the presence of a fourth marker (which they
reframed slightly as im/perfection). Hence, unlike with this study, predictability
emerged as a marker of mediated authenticity whilst immediacy, confessions,
similarity and freedom did not. Therefore, it might be reasonable to assume that
there are more markers of mediated authenticity present in podcasts, in compar-
ison to other media such as television. However, further research is required to
substantiate this claim. In particular, the marker of freedom seems to be espe-
cially relevant for podcasts, as it is the medium which is seen as providing the
hosts with the ability to be free, in a way that other media does not.

One limitation of this study was that, because it took the form of exploratory
research, it included a small sample size. Hence, the results of the study cannot be
generalized to the larger population of stand-up comedian hosted podcast users.
However, they can provide valuable insight into how the participants make sense
of their world, and in particular, their relationship with podcast hosts. Another
limitation of the study was that it did not identify for how many hours users
accessed podcasts weekly. There could be differences between heavy and casual
podcast consumption, which future research could seek to examine. As this study
was only exploratory, it is likely that there are further markers waiting to be
identified. Therefore, future research could focus on testing the existing markers
(on a larger sample of podcast users), as well as, searching for others. Research
which provides insight on how different markers contribute to the overall
assessment of a podcast host being authentic would also be valuable,

as would research examining how factors such as geographical back-
ground, cultural differences, age and gender might impact what podcast
users consider to be authentic, as well as, their PSRs.

In her article which looked at populist political communication, Enli
(2024) highlighted how perceived authenticity can be used to legitimize
hate speech, conspiracy theories, and post-truth politics by individuals who
seem to have a particular relation to the truth. As the same thing could also
happen in podcasts, it is important to develop our understanding about both
mediated authenticity and PSRs.

Notes

1. As the people being interviewed were people known to the first author, Kvale
and Brinkmann’s (2009) strategies for responsibly managing interviews with
people you know were followed in order to navigate the balance between
personal and professional relationships to ensure the interview process
remained ethical, transparent and methodologically sound.

2. Participants are listed using binary gender terms, because they self-identified
within the binary.
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Appendix 1: Interview Schedule

Introduction

e Hi, I'm xxx and today we will be talking about your favorite stand-up comedian
podcast host and their podcast.

o After reading the invitation letter, do you consent to participating in this study?

® Do you have any questions for me before we commence the interview?

e If at any point you don’t understand a question, just let me know.

e Thank you very much for volunteering to participate in the study

e If you are ready we can now begin the interview!

Questions

e What is your favorite stand-up comedian hosted podcast and how did you start
listening to it?

How did you come across the podcast?

What were your thoughts after listening to it for the first time?

What made you want to listen to more episodes?

Has your relationship with the podcast changed over time?

Why is this podcast your favorite?

What in particular do you like about this podcast?

What separates this podcast from others?

Does the host play an important role in your fondness of the podcast?

What are your feelings and thoughts about the podcast host?

What characteristics do you like or dislike?

What are the similarities and differences between you and the host?

Do you think you would get on well if you were to meet in person?

What role do the podcast and host occupy in your life?

WHEN, WHERE and HOW do you listen to the podcast?

What does the podcast add to your life?

If you knew the host personally, what kind of a figure do you think they would be
in your life?

Could you please talk about whether listening to the podcast has impacted you
in any way?

Has it changed the way you FEEL, THINK or ACT about certain issues?

Have you tried any activities or products recommended by the podcast host?
What is your opinion about the advertising on the podcast?

How would you feel if the podcast host went a while without posting an
episode or stopped podcasting?

Would you feel like something is missing from your life?

® Would you try and keep up with the host in a different way?

Conclusion

® Thank you very much, it was great to hear about your thoughts and experiences.
e Before we conclude the interview is there anything else you would like to add?
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