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Foreword

How do we capture the present moment yet also speak to enduring themes? For 
if one thing in the media firmament is ripe for such treatment right now, it is 
surely podcasting.

It’s certainly been around long enough to have earned its own history. By 
which I don’t just mean that, two decades or so on, we have the necessary 
perspective to give cogent shape to its origin story, accurately trace its steps 
into early adulthood, or precisely locate its place in the contemporary media 
landscape. I also mean—I especially mean—that we can start to reflect properly 
on the more personal stuff—on how podcasting has brought us lives spent 
listening in new ways and minds captivated by new experiences. As a cultural 
historian interested in sound, I usually sense that this is the stuff that matters 
most: what precisely we hear, how what we hear works on our imaginations, how 
this firing of our imaginations in turn renders intangible but not insignificant 
shifts in the ways we think and feel and behave. Audio is supposed to be a 
fleeting, spectral thing—gone the very instant it’s born. But it leaves its traces. 
There’s something about the act of listening intimately which lets the stories 
and voices we hear get under our skin. And podcasting certainly deploys such 
intimacy in striking ways.

Not by accident, of course. As Martin Spinelli and Lance Dann reveal so 
expertly and eloquently in the pages that follow, podcasting is emphatically an art 
as well as a business. The question arises then: what kind of art, exactly? Genetic 
links with the medium of radio are all too obvious. A neatly teleological answer 
is therefore inviting: we might simply cast podcasting as the latest, predestined 
stage in radio’s own mutation. Thankfully, Spinelli and Dann resist this approach. 
They’re steeped in the ways of radio; they both bring a rigorous appreciation of 
the “older” medium to bear on their latest subject matter. This gives real weight 
to their analysis. But they’ve listened carefully to enough podcasts, talked to 
enough of the people involved, got enough hands-on experience of making 
the things, and have thought sufficiently deeply about the wider “new” media 
environment, to ensure they always transcend their own personal comfort 
zones. They hear afresh and without prejudice.
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 What emerges from this immersive engagement is always fascinating and 
often hugely provocative, since the implications are truly wide-ranging. Turning 
their attentive ears and their critical gazes toward their chosen target, Spinelli 
and Dann uncover new approaches to speaking, to reportage, to engaging 
listeners, to telling stories. The breakout podcast Serial, for example, offers a kind 
of “New ‘New Journalism.’” Other series re-structure classical narrative arcs, 
disrupt conventional genre boundaries, and threaten the market dominance of 
established media behemoths. To think of podcasting only in relation to radio, 
they suggest—to measure it only according to radio values and styles and then 
list its various virtues or deficiencies accordingly—is to fail to hear it for what it 
really is. New medium or not, it is certainly something emphatically starting to 
take on a life of its own which, naturally, brings its own dangers. At some stage—
perhaps all too soon, they warn us—stasis will set in, a certain formulaic style 
will take hold, and the current creative ferment will ebb slowly away.

 But not yet. We are, as the authors put it, in a “moment of dynamism.” This 
timely book offers us a ring-side seat. It helps us to feel the moment. Better still, 
it has profound lessons for anyone interested in nurturing modern media’s most 
creative impulses. In short, it helps us to understand why a “moment” such as 
this really matters. 

David Hendy
Professor of Media and Cultural History

University of Sussex
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Introduction: The Audio Media Revolution

There is so much writing about the moment, and reading about the moment, 
and blogging about the moment, and the metrics, and the business, and the 
monetization, and the platforms, and the technology, and there seemed to be 
no discussion of content, barely none . . . . That’s a dangerous place where it is 
all function, no form.

—Julie Shapiro (2016)

In the summer of 2014 tens of thousands of fans queued outside of theatres 
across North America and Europe to hear live performances of the podcast 
Welcome to Night Vale. In October of that year, This American Life producer 
Ira Glass promoted Serial to the roughly three million viewers of The Tonight 
Show with Jimmy Fallon and within four weeks the series could boast four 
million downloads per episode. In 2016, 3.6 million people were listening to 
BBC podcasts per month. By 2017 Aaron Mahnke’s home-produced Lore was 
being serialized by Amazon, My Dad Wrote a Porno was selling out the Sydney 
Opera House, S-Town was being downloaded ten million times in the first four 
days of its release, and podcasting had moved out of its geeky ghetto into an 
international cultural mainstream. But, as executive producer of Radiotopia Julie 
Shapiro noted, all the buzz around the phenomenon and excitement around the 
numbers1 of what some called the “Golden Age”2 of podcasting risked eclipsing 
what was really interesting and important about this moment: namely, that new 
modes of expression were taking shape and new ways of generating meaning 

1	 These numbers, their implications, and their significant shortcomings as markers of actual 
listenership are deconstructed in various ways in Chapters 7, 8, and 9.

2	 Berry (2016b) usefully takes up the idea of the “Golden Age” in other histories of podcasting; Bonini 
(2015), instead, describes the resurgence of interest as a “Second Age” of podcasting, a period 
in which it begins to define itself more clearly. While admittedly somewhat elastic, we think of 
podcasting’s Golden Age as beginning in late 2014 with Apple’s inclusion of a built-in podcasting 
app on every iPhone and the launch of Serial through to the time of this writing.

Podcasting Introduction: The Audio Media Revolution
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and forming relationships were growing around this emergent medium. Johanna 
Zorn, long-running executive director of the Third Coast International Audio 
Festival, echoed this concern in a manifesto for podcasting that included a plea 
that reviewers outside the rarefied world of public radio take audio’s new Golden 
Age seriously and recognize podcasting as an art form (2016). This book is, to a 
significant extent, a positive answer to that call and seeks to describe podcasting 
as a creative medium distinct from radio, with its own unique modes of not 
just dissemination but also production, listening, and engagement. While we 
do not intend to contribute to the popular hype around podcasting, and while 
we do keep a relatively tight historical focus, this book should not be read as an 
obituary for podcasting’s revolutionary moment. Instead, we like to think that 
it holds the door open for creative audio producers who share the thinking of 
Ellen Horne, former executive producer of Radiolab, then executive producer at 
Audible.com, that podcasting’s real Golden Age is yet to come (2015).

In the 2005 Radiolab podcast episode called “Space,” the astronomer Neil 
deGrasse Tyson notes that human beings can only detect a mere 4 percent of 
the matter of the universe. A similar limitation, and the sense of disappointment 
that comes with it, also marks this book’s study of podcasting. Of the 350,000 
podcasts reported to exist (Quah 2017b) it was only physically possible for us 
to reference a tiny handful in efforts to try to describe larger phenomena and 
more complex patterns—a bit like our children thinking about the cosmos by 
looking at the stars they can see framed by a bedroom window. We admit that 
our attentions were most often drawn to those that burned the brightest. Despite 
this restriction, it has been possible for us to draw constellation lines around 
similar projects, to extrapolate some larger observations about podcasting’s 
distinctive characteristics as a medium, and to use these observations to push 
and probe some familiar media studies ideas: Our analysis of the editing on 
Radiolab allows us to talk about new rhetorical techniques for composed audio 
speech and a postmodern (decidedly podcast) approach to science journalism. 
Our studies of Welcome to Night Vale, My Dad Wrote a Porno, and Podium.me 
describe new and distinctive modes of audience engagement while positioning 
podcasting as not merely dependent on social media, but integrated into it as 
a new form of social media in and of itself. Our analysis of Serial describes a 
“New ‘New Journalism’” native to podcasting and can be used to discuss genre 
formation within emergent media. Our studies of The Black Tapes and The Truth 
help us define the new form of “podcast drama” as a product of the unique 
characteristics of the medium. Two Radiotopia podcasts are used to document 

http://Audible.com
http://Podium.me
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the particular intimacy of podcast listening and extended possibilities for media-
facilitated empathy. And our close production analysis of Blood Culture prompts 
questions about new media popularity and statistics.

The critical forays supported by these case studies are all organized to make 
the argument for the distinctiveness of podcasting. While we unavoidably make 
references to radio and consider the associations between podcasting and radio, 
we reject the proposition that podcasting is merely an extension of radio and 
that the language and methodologies of radio studies are, with some tweaking, 
good enough for podcasting.3 They are not essentially the same thing and they 
are not separated merely by a distribution technology.4 Radio certainly intersects 
the podcast ecosphere and marks it in many ways—not least of which is the 
dream of many podcast producers to land what they imagine will be a more 
secure job in radio (Markman 2012)—but our aim here is to describe the unique 
qualities of our new medium and the experiences it engenders.

Intentions and process

All of this book’s contributions to an understanding of the podcast revolution 
are built on our set of interviews with the producers of arguably the most 
popular, noteworthy, and culturally significant podcasts from this period in 
audio history. From Abumrad to Zaltzman, we have collected the thoughts of the 
most accomplished podcast makers (and related professionals) about how their 
craft and the medium were developing formally, functionally, and aesthetically. 
Given the depth, complexity, and intensity of their insights, we made their voices 
and perspectives central to our portrayal of podcasting’s development in this 
moment of dynamism.

We began this research with fluidity in mind. Rather than starting with a set 
of fixed (and likely arbitrary) demarcations, the arguments, approaches, sets of 
case studies, and methodologies we deploy took shape more or less organically. 

3	 Berry (2016a), in his extensive meta-study of podcasting across numerous articles (a work that has 
prepared the ground for this book), points to some of the limitations of a radio-based approach to 
podcast studies. Ragusea (2015), addressing American public radio professionals, demonstrates—
consciously and unconsciously—some of the practical pitfalls of a radio-based approach.

4	 Podcasting is much more than a distribution system. It is not merely a new way of disseminating 
audio content made in the old ways for old platforms. After all, the internet has been used to 
distribute audio content (for radio broadcast and individual consumption) for more than twenty 
years now (for evidence of this history see Spinelli 1996b).
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The contents do not borrow much from conceptual categories familiar to 
radio studies such as format, geography, programming, nationality, or the 
comparatively more manageable set of listening presets on your car’s receiver.5 
The book was informed by our previous interests (in media-making practices, 
aesthetics, rhetoric, poetics, drama, audiences, and transmedia), by conversations 
with friends, colleagues, and students, and at conferences, and it grew out of 
our other research and podcast production projects. There are, obviously, large 
swathes of podcasting that we do not cover—most significantly, we have barely 
touched on podcasting’s most abundant form, the “chatcast.”6 This approach is 
in keeping with much of the existing critical writing about podcasting as well 
as its coverage in the popular media. Even as Larry Rosin of Edison Research7 
reminded us that modest productions can have huge followings, he also suggests 
that when most people talk about podcasting they are much more likely to have 
in mind something produced by a virtuoso in Brooklyn than a GarageBand-
using amateur in Bolton. Yet while we are admittedly less focused on projects 
from the deep UGC backstory of podcasting, we certainly do take up some which 
have evolved out of DIY approaches like Lore and My Dad Wrote a Porno (and 
even in some ways Serial8), as well as podcasts with aspirations for evolution like 
Podium.me.

Textual analysis of podcasts, being harder to find in other places, is a key feature 
of this book, and our readings of podcasts here—while not vast in number—
are purposefully very granular. Close analytical listenings to episodes from 
Bronzeville, Serial, Radiolab, The Heart, and Love + Radio detail how particular  
podcasts are constructed, how they are consumed, what meaning strategies and 
literary devices they deploy, and to what social and exploratory ends. In addition 

5	 However, it is worth noting here that the BBC has been working with auto manufacturers to  
make the driving podcast listening experience more similar to using car radio receiver presets 
(Friend 2016).

6	 Friends gathering around a microphone and simply chatting with little or no planning, editing, or 
thought to production values, narrative constructions, or podcast direction.

7	 Edison Research is an American market research, survey, and polling company whose substantial 
analysis of podcasting trends dates back to 2006, longer than any other annual podcasting research 
endeavor we could identify.

8	 This American Life, the radio program that launched Serial into the world both by supporting its 
original production and by debuting its first episode for its audience (2.2 million weekly radio 
listeners), is itself an example of a long evolution in the history of audio speech media from its 
radio form to its podcasting form. While space prohibits our taking it up as a detailed case study, its 
influence on many of the podcasts cited in this book is unmistakable. Like the clockwork scratches 
and tattooed welts of S-Town’s “witness marks,” an emphasis on strong character and solid narrative 
structure should be reminders of This American Life’s contribution to the most prominent American 
podcasts.
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to these close analytical listenings,9 this book also offers detailed production 
studies that describe the pragmatic and coincidental circumstances that inform 
and shape the way podcasts are created, recognized, and become models for 
future productions and subjects of critical study.

Podcasting: The Audio Media Revolution has something to offer (we hope) to 
two audiences: the popular and the scholarly. While taking up podcasts familiar 
to readers of Rolling Stone, The Guardian, Medium, The Atlantic, and Vulture, 
it also aspires to the deep dives of more research-based media writing familiar 
to readers of New Media & Society. We hope we have managed to find a hybrid 
tone that resonates with a popular enthusiasm (minus some of the boosterism) 
combined with significant critical insight and broad-ranging theoretical scope 
(minus some of the conditionality and risk aversion). We have approached our 
subject not just as academics but also as producers and as listeners. The fact 
that podcasting is a part of our own everyday lives has inflected our analysis. 
We have attempted to write in a manner that is conscious of our subjective 
involvement with the form, while remaining sufficiently detached to adopt a 
critical attitude. We use accounts of our personal relationship to the medium 
as reflective tools or as entry points for discussion; these passages should be 
read as asides that color, corroborate, and sometimes question the issues being 
addressed.

Revolution and other terms

What, exactly, is “revolutionary” about podcasting—a term reputedly coined 
only to hit a publishing word-count target?10 Clearly our descriptions of 
podcasting are laced with words from old and other media: we talk about 
seasons and episodes, borrow “cast” from broadcasting, and we still edit “tape” 
(albeit on our computers). Culturally, politically, and socially, it is easy to 

  9	 This practice of close analytical listening is obviously facilitated by two of the most distinctive 
features of podcasting: the ease of back-scanning and repeat listening. In practice, close analytical 
listening means pausing the playback every few seconds to note what is going on at the level of 
language (who is speaking, what they are saying, where they are saying it, and to whom), how the 
audio is processed and edited, how the elements are being composed into a narrative and where 
that narrative turns or suspends, the reactions I am having as a listener and what associations and 
connections I am making, and how music and sound are being deployed to invite ways of listening 
and subsequent meanings. See Bernstein (1998) for insights that informed this practice.

10	 It is unclear to us whether this is apocryphal, but it is the assertion made in the BBC Radio Four 
program, Podcasting: The First Ten Years (2014).
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dismiss podcasting as just another over-hyped and over-sold emergent medium 
buoyed by egalitarian but ultimately empty rhetoric.11 Podcasts, as some argue 
(Morris and Patterson 2015), are really just another example of “people-
catchers” which aggregate and commodify listeners for producers, advertisers, 
and corporations; and our devices are little more than consumption facilitators. 
There has also been appropriate suspicion around the idea of “newness” itself. 
Bottomley, for example, argues that “there is little about podcasting that 
is truly new, when the full range of radio’s history and forms are taken into 
account” (2015: 180). While Lacey, more specifically, invites us to question the 
novelty of podcasting as offering integrated multimedia experiences (2014: 71).  
These readings, often powerfully informed by Frankfurt School ideas, force us 
to keep in mind that podcasting is inextricably intertwined into much larger 
media, social, and economic systems. Yet, useful and necessary as the work 
of these critics is, a tone of labored pessimism often dominates which can 
seem at odds with the perceptions of the producers we interviewed. Part of 
this problem, if it is a problem, is that our current critical frames of reference 
(most of them inherited from radio studies) might simply not be a very good 
fit for podcasting. Too often when looking for a component or a technique 
that will mark a podcast or podcasting in general as a “success” we refer to 
old forms.12 For example, McHugh (2016) is largely supportive of Markman’s 
suggestion that podcasting will succeed not so much because it is a disruptor 
of radio but because it “has breathed new life into established, and in some 
cases largely forgotten tropes and forms” (2015: 241). Conversely, many of our 
interviewees have lost patience with efforts to make sense of podcasting by 
listening backward. Abumrad, for example, is exasperated by the fact that his 
Radiolab is still considered “new” despite having been in production for more 
than a decade (2016).

It seems reasonable to assume that the simple fact of a person’s age will 
influence whether that person frames podcasting in terms of radio or is 
hungry for revolutionary models. Edison Research’s “Infinite Dial” (2017) 

11	 For a history of democratic claims masking the neoliberal forces within emergent media, see Spinelli 
(1996a).

12	 Throughout this book certain podcasts are referred to as having been “successful,” and this success 
will normally be contextualized with reference to the particular concept under discussion. This 
could be audience reach, engagement, cultural impact, or serving a socially beneficial purpose. In 
Chapter 9, for example, we argue that in a freemium economy perhaps the greatest marker of a 
podcast’s “success” is its survival. “Success” in this book, as it is in the larger media ecosystem, is a 
fluid term.
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shows podcast usage as consistently skewed to younger consumers. Podcasting 
represents a tantalizing opportunity for a new generation to draw a line under 
all of audio history in order to invent and reinvent, discover and rediscover, 
audio experiences and relationships on their own diverse terms and in their 
own diverse ways. Whether we describe that approach as naive or bold, the 
chance to reimagine drama, journalism, science, philosophy, sex, spirituality, 
and even humanity, is rare and refreshing and should be seized without 
apology. Why would Millennial media makers and consumers want to carry 
100 years of broadcast history with them into podcasting? Why would we 
want to transfer 150 years of journalistic rules and codes into podcasting? Why 
would anyone dutifully accept that baggage? And crucially, we must ask, why 
should postmodern producers and listeners be burdened by the tired modernist 
mantra of “make it new”—constantly forced to refer to past work in order to 
describe their own as “innovative”? Simply put, podcasting is new for many of its 
producers whether we can trace its history through Bell, Edison, Marconi, Reith, 
McLeish, Shepherd, and Plowright or not.13

With these competing currents in mind, and in order to help chart a straight 
course to something that might be called “podcast studies,” we offer here a clear 
and consolidated list of the eleven major podcasting features and concepts that 
we explore and detail in the rest of the book:

1.	 Consumption on earbuds encourages an interior and intimate mode 
of listening. This is qualitatively and conceptually different from radio 
speaker listening (and even listening on open headphones) and facilitates a 
different kind of relationship.

2.	 Podcasting is primarily a mobile medium. Podcasts move with the human 
body and are consumed in urban spaces, while in transit, in the streets and 
in other public places.

3.	 Podcasts offer more listener control. It is extremely easy to replay a podcast 
and listen to it repeatedly. Similarly, we can back-scan a podcast to listen to 
a section multiple times; this allows for different production practices and 
modes of shaping content.

13	 Also crucially, none of this diminishes radio. Its own distinct advantages are clear—chiefly its 
“liveness” and its ability to deliver breaking events in real time. Whatever podcasting is, it is not 
“live.” This is not something likely to change and none of the people we interviewed considered it 
inevitable. Even as podcasting garnered media buzz, radio continued to have vastly larger audiences 
in terms of numbers (Rosin 2016 and Edison 2017), particularly in cars where radio is consumed 
more often by a factor of ten (Friend 2016).
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4.	 Podcast listening requires more selection and active engagement on 
the part of the consumer in choosing listening options. It is a push-pull 
technology: listeners pull to discover and, if they subscribe, a feed pushes 
them new material. Discovery happens in a different way than on radio 
and, arguably, opportunities for serendipity are reduced.

5.	 Podcasts can thrive on niche global audiences. They are less rooted 
in material communities, regions, and countries (an advantage and a 
disadvantage).

6.	 Podcasts are interwoven into social media and as such have a heightened 
capacity to enhance engagement with, and activate, an audience. The same 
mobile devices used to participate in social media are the devices used to 
listen to (and in some cases produce) podcasts and there is ready and easy 
overlap between these uses.

7.	 Podcasts can be produced and distributed without the approval of a 
commissioning editor, program controller, or gatekeeper. This means that 
creators are often working with great freedom and little support.

8.	 Podcasts are usually distributed as part of a freemium model: there is no 
charge for the core product and income is earned through a variety of 
secondary means.

9.	 Podcasts are “evergreen,” available (theoretically) in perpetuity and face 
greater obstacles in achieving “liveness” than other media.

10.	 There is no fixed or definitive text of a podcast episode or installment. 
Mistakes can be corrected, apologies added, advertisements rotated, and 
sound remixed.

11.	 Podcasts do not have the timing and scheduling constraints of broadcast 
media. They can be as long as they need to be and released whenever 
desired.

While, as we have noted, it is certainly possible to find traces (and even full-
throated embodiments) of these individual characteristics and opportunities 
on radio and in other places, we find them more native to podcasting. Taken 
together, they encourage us to find a distinct discourse or vocabulary for 
appreciating and studying podcasts. Podcasting deserves its own language.

In spite of the fact that podcasting is audio designed to be delivered through 
a borderless internet, our interviews and observations revealed significant 
differences in podcasting cultures worth mentioning. Many of our interviewees 
had a sense that the general momentum in the English-speaking audio world 
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had shifted from the grand façade of the BBC’s Broadcasting House to the hipster 
cafés of Brooklyn.14 This shift has also been influenced by the broad political 
currents of recent years that have had an effect on the very idea of public service 
broadcasting: it is a move from a reliance on a license fee or state or institutional 
support into an environment in which everyone has had to be much more canny 
(some might say “crass”) about getting money from sponsors and listeners. This 
is a model American producers have been familiar with for decades.

These changes have influenced sound and style. Many of our interviewees 
(Prest, Baker, Sawyer, Hall, Shapiro, Heppermann, and Zaltzman) noted, and 
sometimes lamented, that what they hear as a chatty, familiar, personal, fluid, 
intimate, or even “American” tone has come to be associated with podcasting 
in general in the public imagination. This was often contrasted with a more 
“European” style of audio production frequently described as sophisticated, 
anonymous, musical, sound-rich, crafted, and even male.15 Interestingly, this 
style also tended to be associated with radio rather than podcasting.

Podcast forms

While our chapters invoke broad, familiar media studies frames such as formal 
analysis, production analysis, and reception/engagement analysis to better 
understand podcasting, they are built around particular case studies. We take 
the position that larger ideas are only reliably generated and expanded through a 
close examination of specific podcasts. This specificity is particularly important 
in our chapters on podcast forms. For example, Chapter 5, “Don’t Look Back: 
The New Possibilities of Podcast Drama,” examines particular structures, 
practices, and levels of investment on Bronzeville, The Black Tapes, The Truth, 
and other fictional podcasts. It locates the emergent form of podcast drama 
as a subset of audio drama, one that is determined by the modes in which the 
work is produced and consumed. Historically audio drama, and radio drama in 
particular, has been created to be listened to either informally and disposably or 
as sonically demanding, immersive experiences. Our case studies show that a 
new generation of podcast drama producers is creating works positioned in the 

14	 Rosin (2016) emphasized this new location of energy and was very alert to the assumptions this has 
generated inside and outside of the podcasting ecosphere.

15	 McHugh (2016) makes similar observations, hearing in the “European feature” style a “strong 
authorial choreography” similar to that associated with film directors.
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sweet spot between these poles, serials that are narratively sophisticated while 
being sonically stripped down. These works are designed to be experienced as a 
secondary activity that does not expect an audience to engage in the immediate 
and, possibly distracting, task of creating location, character, and action in their 
imagination.

Earlier attempts to grapple with and identify a similar “ideal position” for 
podcast audio in relation to listeners have been useful if somewhat stymied by 
imprecise or underthought case study choices.16 By contrast, the case studies 
taken up in this book are by and large produced with the specific and distinctive 
forms and characteristics of podcasting in mind. We contend that material 
produced with this awareness engenders a different kind of listening. Two such 
examples are Love + Radio and The Heart, both discussed in Chapter 4, “In 
Bed with Radiotopians: Podcast Intimacy, Empathy, and Narrative.” While it is 
still difficult to use the word “typical” when describing podcast genres, these 
Radiotopia offerings are very sympathetic to the formal characteristics we have 
identified in podcasting. This chapter casts their producers as “empathy artists” 
through their careful use of interiorization to engage the intimacy of podcast 
earbud listening. In the end, it suggests that certain subjects might have an 
affinity for podcasting, such as sex and psychological play and manipulation. 
Achieving these effects often relies on a high level of skill in sound design, which 
invites and encourages repeat listening.17

Podcast production

The chapters that focus on podcasting production suggest that an awareness 
of podcasting’s distinctiveness has opened the door to creative practices (and 
dilemmas) not found on radio. For example, the lack of a fixed broadcast 
schedule allows for more and different kinds of integration of listener ideas 
and voices. Also, the lack of a permanent (or “once broadcast”) audio text in 
podcasting means that nearly everything is updateable and reframeable rather 

16	 Nyre (2015), for example, found that listening to “podcast” content while moving through in urban 
environments engendered responses quite similar to listening to “live” radio content. The podcasts 
he chose to sample were not emblematic of the form as we now describe it. For his “podcast” material 
he selected evergreen radio content of an “educational” nature merely repackaged as podcasts.

17	 Interestingly, we have found that sound art projects that are more “pure”—that are more 
decontextualized and less dependent on narrative—have not yet made much of an impact in podcast 
culture.
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than static. While certainly a creative and editorial opportunity, this malleability 
is contentious terrain for many of the producers we interviewed, particularly as 
it relates to the framing and managing of advertising. The issue of advertising 
in general continued to dog many of the practitioners we spoke to and is also 
prominent in a range of other interviews with podcast professionals currently 
available. Like many of the other podcasting issues we seek to place in context, 
this one also appears marked by generational and cultural divides. Hall (2016) 
and others (cited in McHugh 2016) remained concerned that ads diminish the 
experience of podcast listening, and responses to the issue range from tense 
ambivalence (Abumrad) to creative engagement (Prest and Baker), to an almost 
complete lack of concern about it as an issue (many of the young producers of 
Podium.me).

Several of the practitioners who feature in Chapter 9 frame this issue of 
advertising in terms of how it might intervene in the integrity of the podcaster’s 
relationship with their listener—one in which a sense of authenticity is a key 
component. The viral success of independent podcasts such as Aaron Mahnke’s 
Lore and Scroobius Pip’s Distraction Pieces can be ascribed to their homebrew 
qualities and the directness of their communication. These projects, created 
without exterior oversight, are not part of a marketing scheme or programming 
schedule; they tend to feature content that is a product of the producer’s 
interests and their intuition about what their audiences will appreciate. This 
relationship becomes clouded once sponsors and advertisers are introduced 
into the process and can create the perception that a host is no longer telling 
their audience something because they want to, but because they are being 
paid to do so. Alex Blumberg’s Gimlet Media attempts to position itself as a 
response to this conundrum, as proof that, in Ira Glass’s words, “Public Radio is 
ready for capitalism” (quoted in Greiff 2015). The chapter notes that the issues 
of advertiser funding and authenticity have by no means been put to rest by 
Gimlet; this was evidenced by the audience outcry that followed the network’s 
cancellation of Starlee Kine’s highly praised but fiscally unwieldy investigative 
series The Mystery Show.

Our production analyses are not limited to professional projects defined 
by familiar ideas of quality or those that have the goal of making money. Most 
podcasts are marked by other social, personal, political, or cultural agendas; 
their study provides unique insight into different production practices with far-
reaching implications. Chapter 6, “A Utopian Moment: Podium.me, Diversity, 
and Youth Podcasting,” profiles Podium.me as a proactive and progressive youth 

http://Podium.me
http://Podium.me
http://Podium.me
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media project and frames diversity in terms of experience rather than quotas or 
access. It examines Podium.me’s practice-based approach in contrast to other, 
more institutional approaches to issues of diversity. Further, it suggests that the 
understanding of mobile audio technology has been remarkably one-sided, 
focusing almost exclusively on its functions for listening rather than recording. 
Podium.me’s focus on the phone as a recording device (even before it is a listening 
device) allows us to rewrite an important piece of script about mobile media.

In terms of production and dissemination, Podium.me is not only thoroughly 
interwoven into social media but is so enmeshed in an environment of exchange 
and response that it can function like a social medium itself.18 As noted, 
an integration into social media is another key aspect of podcasting, and, as 
we see in Chapter 7, “Blood Culture: Gaming the Podcast System,” the actual 
relationships of social media can become artistic material themselves. This 
chapter positions the audio drama series Blood Culture in terms of practice as 
research. It details the development, production, and distribution of a project 
that integrated podcasting as part of a multilayered media experience comprised 
of film, games, and audio as well as social media. Blood Culture’s approach to 
the larger media ecosystem is presented as an attempt to address a podcast’s 
problem of existing in a potentially limitless “sea of free audio” (Shapiro 2016) 
and the challenges of discoverability faced by even the most prominent of 
podcasters (Friend 2016). This chapter presents not just the production process 
of an award-winning podcast, but the means by which social media, transmedia 
techniques, and a covert knowledge of Apple’s algorithm for deriving its podcast 
charts can be deployed to develop a following within a community of dedicated 
audio drama fans.

Podcasting engagement and reception

The engagement that happens through podcasts, not just how they are received 
by an audience, but the relationships they invite between multiple combinations 
of makers, listeners, and subjects, is where we find podcasting’s most distinctive 
characteristics. Through these relationships different kinds of meaning can 
be accessed. Brendan Baker, the producer on Love + Radio, was particularly 

18	 This situation is clearly enabled to some degree by the fact that the same phones and devices are used 
interchangeably to engage in social media as well as to record, edit, and upload audio.

http://Podium.me
http://Podium.me
http://Podium.me
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useful here when he described radio as “information getting transmitted,” and 
podcasting as more “abstract” and open to multiple engagements and perceptions 
(2016). For him, radio was for clarity while podcasting was for subtlety.

Among the podcasts committed to working with this subtlety, Radiolab is 
perhaps the most accomplished and the most well-known. Chapter 2, “Splatters 
of Shit: Story, Science, and Digital Speech on Radiolab,” presents Radiolab 
as a new form of postmodern podcast science journalism and enquiry that 
incorporates perspectives not conventionally associated with traditional science 
reporting. We argue that this approach is facilitated by a dense, sculptural, 
authentically digital manipulating of audio speech that does not pretend to be 
real conversation. One of its other particularly postmodern aspects (mentioned 
above in other contexts) is its natural and easy acceptance of the impermanence 
of its episodes. On Radiolab there is no urtext; after installments are released they 
can be changed online for editorial reasons. This chapter examines, for example, 
the Yellow Rain segment from the 2012 “Fact of the Matter” episode which is 
altered not just for an apology but for an extended discussion of the editorial 
thinking that led to the initial misstep. While this aspect of podcasting makes 
for more a vibrant and responsive engagement with updated relevance, it does 
present some new challenges for scholars used to referring to broadcast audio 
material using time codes that can then be used by other listeners. Many of the 
hundreds of essays written about the 1938 Mercury Theatre on the Air broadcast 
of the War of the Worlds rely on the definitive timings of the broadcast event 
(see Spinelli 2009); the relative ease of identifying, accessing, and discussing 
specific moments of that broadcast text has helped make it arguably the most 
studied and most famous in radio history. When conducting the close analytical 
listenings in this book we can only reference time codes for the version we have 
downloaded (these are noted in the References). Rather than being unsettled by 
this lack of a definitive text and its implications for conventional scholarship, we 
take from this a reminder that a podcast is more than a mere audio text, it is a 
relationship invited through an audio text between people involved in making 
and listening to that text and beyond.

Therefore, while individual listening might be the moment in which a 
podcast “happens” in some sense, it is possible, and indeed necessary, to 
consider larger formations of podcast audiences. Chapter 3, “You Are Not Alone: 
Podcast Communities, Audiences, and Welcome to Night Vale,” examines how 
social media is and is not used in audience formation. We describe the podcast 
audience as much more “knowable” than the radio audience, and the interaction 


