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Dear SComS readers,
We are pleased to introduce the first issue of
2026, featuring three research articles in our
General Section as well as one piece in our
Book Review Section.

The General Section opens with “En-
riching research on parasocial experiences
through better measurement of parasocial
processing (PSP): The PSP shortinventory” by
Michelle Méri (University of Zurich), Frank
Mangold (GESIS), and Andreas Fahr (Univer-
sity of Fribourg). Addressing a long-standing
challenge in parasocial research, the authors
develop and validate a concise, theoretically
grounded instrument to measure parasocial
processing. Conceptualising PSP as a multi-
dimensional construct encompassing cogni-
tive, affective, and conative components, the
study introduces a nine-item inventory that
demonstrates strong reliability and validity
across multiple preregistered studies. By of-
fering a parsimonious and robust measure-
ment tool, the article advances both method-
ological rigour and theoretical integrationina
field that has long struggled with conceptual
fragmentation.

The second article, “I love it when you
tell me about your weekend, Mr President’:
A qualitative study of the reception of per-
sonalised political communication on social
media” by Esteban Courbet (University of
Fribourg), turns to the reception of politi-
cal communication in digital environments.
Based on qualitative interviews, the study
develops a nuanced account of how citizens
engage with personalised political content.
Courbet identifies a multi-stage reception
process and distinguishes between different
audience types, shaped in particular by their

I

perceptions of political roles and norms. By
integrating socio-cognitive processing per-
spectives with parasocial theory, the article
offers important insights into how person-
alisation strategies interact with democratic
expectations and citizen engagement.

The third contribution, “A longitudinal
analysis from 2008 to 2023: What you always
wanted to know about journalists in Switzer-
land” by Vinzenz Wyss, Filip Dingerkus, Louis
Schifer, Guido Keel (Zurich University of Ap-
plied Sciences), and Colin Porlezza (Univer-
sita della Svizzera italiana), provides a com-
prehensive and empirically rich portrait of
the Swiss journalistic profession. Drawing on
three waves of the Worlds of Journalism Sur-
vey, the study offers rare longitudinal insights
into the structure, working conditions, role
perceptions, and safety of journalists across
all language regions. The findings reveal
both continuity and change: while core pro-
fessional orientations remain relatively sta-
ble, the profession is increasingly shaped by
economic pressures, evolving work arrange-
ments, and new forms ofrisk, including expo-
sure to hostility and threats. By documenting
these developments, the article contributes
to a deeper understanding of the structur-
al transformations affecting journalism and
their implications for democratic societies.

The issue is complemented by a book re-
view by Philip Di Salvo, who discusses Paula
Bialski’s Middle Tech: Software Work and the
Culture of Good Enough. The review highlights
the book’s central argument that software
development is shaped not by ideals of per-
fection, but by a pragmatic culture of “good
enoughness” emerging from organisational
constraints and everyday practices. Drawing

https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2026.01.8025
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on ethnographic insights, Bialski reveals the
often-invisible labour of maintenance, re-
pair, and negotiation that underpins digital
infrastructures. As Di Salvo emphasises, this
perspective challenges dominant narratives
of seamless technological progress and offers
amore nuanced understanding of digital sys-
tems as socio-technical constructs. In doing
so, the book provides valuable impulses for

communication and media studies, particu-
larly in critically reassessing prevailing as-
sumptions about technology and its societal
role.

We hope you will enjoy reading this issue.

Philipp Bachmann, Jolanta Drzewiecka,
and Katharina Lobinger
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measurement of parasocial processing (PSP):
The PSP short inventory
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University of Zurich, Switzerland

Frank Mangold, GESIS Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Germany
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Abstract

Amid growing scholarly calls highlighting the theoretical importance of parasocial processing (PSP) for en-
abling closer accounts of users’ cognitive, affective, and conative reactions to media characters, commu-
nication research lacks a comprehensive short survey instrument for capturing PSP. The article overcomes
this gap by introducing the PSP Short Inventory — a parsimonious short-scale measuring PSP as a multifac-
eted concept with nine items. Building on existing theory, PSP and its three components of cognitive, affec-
tive, and conative PSP are defined and conceptualized. A selection of items was derived to start the scale
development, which then progressed through three preregistered studies (with 500 participants each). The
analyses of the three studies combined exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, and covered various
reliability analyses and analyses of discriminant, convergent, and nomological validity. Based on the three
studies, we find strong empirical evidence that the PSP Short Inventory provides a valid, reliable, and prac-
ticable PSP measure for future parasocial research. The theoretical and methodological advances enabled
by the measure are discussed.

Keywords
parasocial processing, parasocial experiences, parasocial interaction, parasocial relationships, survey re-
search, scale development, validity, reliability, short scales

tation, as seen in other communication re-
search areas (Boster, 2023). Due to divergent

1 Introduction

Investigating parasocial experiences with
media characters has a long tradition in me-
dia and communication research (Horton
& Wohl, 1956)". It has increasingly permeat-
ed various subfields like audience research
(e.g., Hartmann, Reinecke, & Oliver, 2016),
entertainment (e.g., Rosaen & Dibble, 2017),
persuasion and advertising (e.g., Jin & Ryu,
2020), or health communication (e.g., Hoff-
ner & Cohen, 2023). Meanwhile, one down-
side of the growing popularity of research on
parasocial experiences has been its fragmen-

1 We follow researchers using the term “paraso-
cial experiences” for describing different types
of user reactions to media characters broadly
(Tukachinsky Forster, 2023).

theoretical definitions, ambiguous conceptu-
alizations, and incoherent measures, scholars
have agreed on the need for a better theoreti-
cal framework and empirical operationaliza-
tion as focal challenges (e.g., Dibble, Hart-
mann, & Rosaen, 2016; Giles, 2002; Liebers
& Schramm, 2019). One research avenue has
been the study of parasocial processing (PSP).
By covering users’ cognitive, affective, and
conative involvement with media characters,
PSP promises to synthesize and directly relate
the main foci to what has often been con-
sidered the core of parasocial experiences:
users’ reactions to media characters during
or in the intermediate aftermath of media
exposure (Hartmann et al., 2016; Schramm
& Hartmann, 2008). In this paper, we follow

https://doi.org/10.24434/.scoms.2026.01.8050
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recent parasocial research by using the term
media character to refer broadly to any per-
sona featured in mediated content, including
both fictional and non-fictional characters
(Liebers & Schramm, 2023). This reflects the
field’s conceptual expansion beyond Horton
and Wohl'’s (1956) original focus on personae
in mass media content such as TV hosts and
newscasters.

Although the study of PSP is a scientifi-
cally and practically relevant endeavor, the
question of how to translate its conceptual
definition into empirical measurement re-
mains a considerable challenge (Dibble,
Tukachinsky, Forster, Guzaitis, & Downey,
2023). Schramm and Hartmann (2008) pro-
vided a starting point by operationalizing
parasocial interactions “as parasocial pro-
cessing” (p. 387), but their measure compris-
es 112 items, making it impractical in applied
research and interfering with the general
requirements of collecting high-quality data
(Birkenmaier et al.,, 2024; Groves, 2011).
Scholars must select item subsets without
clear theoretical guidance, methodological
justification, and empirical grounding - add-
ing concerns about research comparability
(Dibble et al., 2023). Indeed, the factorial
structure of PSP has never been validated.
This represents a critical measurement gap
because any comprehensive investigation of
the determinants and effects of phenomena
presupposes that the empirical measures ac-
curately capture what they are theoretically
supposed to capture (Mangold, 2024; Strém-
bicketal., 2020).

The present paper overcomes these re-
search gaps by developing the PSP Short In-
ventory. Building on prior PSP research, we
derive our scale from three pre-registered em-
pirical studies. We follow the contemporary
methodological viewpoint that comprehen-
sive scale development requires replicating
and refining scales’ psychometric properties
across multiple studies (e.g., Cohen, 2003;
Tukachinsky, 2011). Statistically, we adhere
to the state-of-the-art by combining explor-
atory with confirmatory factor analysis (see
also, e.g., Boyd, Rocconi, & Morrow, 2024;
Tukachinsky, 2011). Accordingly, we do not
consider PSP and its factorial structure in
isolation but disentangle them within the
broader nomological framework of paraso-
cial research.

1.1 Defining and conceptualizing
parasocial processing

Many scholars have agreed that PSP can be
broadly understood as “the degree to which
the individual interacts psychologically with
a media character” (Schramm & Hartmann,
2008, p. 388). Recent literature has accentu-
ated four defining features of PSP. First, PSP
encompasses various psychological process-
es, ranging from users’ attention to media
characters to more elaborate processing of
emotional and behavioral responses (Hart-
mann, 2008). Second, by specifically setting in
“immediately and rather automatically once
apersona is encountered” (Schramm & Hart-
mann, 2008, p. 388), PSP aids in overcoming
a focal gap in parasocial research. This most
prominently applies to research on parasocial
interactions (i.e., users’ feelings of being in
an interaction with a media character during
exposure; Hartmann & Goldhoorn, 2011;
Horton & Wohl, 1956). While extant studies
have relied on Rubin and colleagues’ (Rubin
& Perse, 1987; Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985)
parasocial interaction scale, their scale actu-
ally measures more long-term relationships
with media characters better described as
parasocial relationships (Dibble et al., 2016).
Similarly, identification describes a strong
relationship and merging with a media char-
acter (Cohen, 2001). Third, PSP is concerned
with users’ reactions to media characters
rather than - as is the case with concepts like
transportation (Green, Brock, & Kaufman,
2004) - their media content processing. Fi-
nally, PSP is a multifaceted and inherently
three-fold concept (Klimmt, Hartmann, &
Schramm, 2006). Instead of constituting
a single factor, and similar to other complex
concepts such as attitudes (van Harreveld,
Nohlen, & Schneider, 2015), PSP comprises
three related yet distinct components: cogni-
tive, affective, and conative PSP.

1.2 Cognitive, affective, and conative PSP

Cognitive PSP encompasses processes linked
to thinking about a character. Cognitive PSP
occurs when users concentrate their attention
on a character during an instance of media
exposure, but it is not restricted to these mo-
ments of concentration (Klimmt et al., 2006).
Rather, users’ knowledge is essential, such
that they intensively think about characters
and their actions. This thinking is not restrict-
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ed to previous actions but also integrates con-
siderations of how this character will evolve
(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Notably, com-
parisons between self and persona have been
discussed in the context of PSP’s cognitive
component (e. g., Hartmann, Schramm, &
Klimmt, 2004; Klimmt et al., 2006). Since such
comparisons mostly only occur when users
maintain strong affective relations with media
characters (Dibble et al., 2016), they likely
cover cognitive and affective processing, and
not only purely cognitive PSP.

Affective PSP refers to the emotional
reactions that media characters trigger in
users. Users feel emotions similar to or the
same as the characters (Klimmt et al., 2006).
These emotions may be positive or negative
(Tukachinsky, Forster, & Click, 2023); for
instance, users feel happiness or sadness in
response to a happy or sad character. Such
a transfer of emotions does not presup-
pose cognitive engagement. In the sense of
mood contagion, it is an automatic process
(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). At the same
time, affective processing prototypically
translates into empathy (Hartmann et al.,
2004).

Conative PSP concerns behavioral reac-
tions to a mediated encounter with a char-
acter (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). What
separates these reactions from other types of
media-related behaviors (e.g., next-day fol-
low-up talk) is that these behaviors are direct
reactions to the character’s behaviors that oc-
cur during or in the immediate aftermath of
media exposure (Klimmt et al., 2006). Cona-
tive PSP requires actual behavior and not only
the intention to behave. It frequently refers to
spontaneous or impulsive behaviors, the na-
ture of which may be verbal (i. e., shouting at
the character) or nonverbal (i.e., mimicking
or gestures; Hartmann et al., 2004).

How the components of multifaceted
concepts like PSP are defined is one import-
antmatter; howthese components arerelated
to each other is another, both on theoretical
grounds and from the methodological view-
point of scale development and validation.

1.3 Associations between PSP components
Because cognitive, affective, and conative PSP
do not represent entirely unrelated phenom-
ena but share the theoretical notion of users
reacting to media characters, they should be

positively correlated throughout. Still, the
correlations between the PSP components
should remain far from perfect (i.e., substan-
tially weaker than 1), given their theoretical
nature as “building blocks” (Klimmt et al.,
2006, p. 297) of PSP that do not inevitably
co-occur (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). This
particularly applies to affective and conative
PSP, such that high affective PSP neither nec-
essarily presupposes nor implies high cona-
tive PSP or vice versa (Klimmt et al., 2006). At
the same time, there is a theoretical reason to
expect both affective and conative PSP to be
more strongly associated with cognitive PSP
than with each other, as both presuppose at
least a minimum degree of cognitive engage-
ment - particularly user attention to the me-
dia character (Klimmt et al., 2006).

In light of these theoretical consider-
ations from previous literature, we follow
the methodological view that scale develop-
ment needs to go beyond accounts of facto-
rial validity, which have often only inspect-
ed the number of emerging factors and item
loadings (e.g., Abdulla, Garrison, Salwen,
Driscoll, & Casey, 2004). When coping with
multifaceted concepts like PSP, it is essential
to consider how their components are related
to each other (e.g., Kline, 2005; Prochazka &
Schweiger, 2019). Accordingly, our first set of
theoretical reference hypotheses (i.e., mea-
surement propositions [P]) is:

» P1: The associations of cognitive, affective,
and conative PSP are positive throughout.

» P2:The associations of cognitive, affective,
and conative PSP are imperfect throughout
(i.e., below 1).

» P3: Affective PSP and conative PSP are less
strongly associated with each other than
with cognitive PSP.

While positive associations between PSP
components yield methodological evidence
for convergent validity (P1), their being sig-
nificantly less than perfect (P2) supports dis-
criminant validity, and the weaker associa-
tion between affective and conative PSP
(compared to their associations with cogni-
tive PSP) supports nomological validity (P3)
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair, Black, Babin, &
Anderson, 2010; Yale, Jensen, Carcioppolo,
Sun, & Liu, 2015), a related theoretical and
methodological case can be made for the PSP
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components’ associations with other con-
cepts of parasocial experiences.

1.4 Associations of PSP components with
other concepts

Since PSP is supposed to play an integrative
role in parasocial research, its associations
with other concepts of media character and
content processing should generally be posi-
tive. These associations’ strength should be
sensitive to other foci, such that concepts
foregrounding users’ affective involvement
should be foremost associated with affective
PSP, concepts foregrounding cognitive in-
volvement foremost with cognitive PSP, and
concepts accentuating behavioral involve-
ment foremost with conative PSP.? To illus-
trate the rationale, consider parasocial rela-
tionships (PSR). Because PSR describes users’
positive or negative relationships with media
characters (Dibble et al., 2016), it is theoreti-
cally plausible that PSR should be more
strongly associated with affective PSP than
with cognitive and conative PSP. Notably, the
same pattern of associations can be expected
for Rubin etal’s (1985) parasocial social inter-
action scale (R-PSI) since it has been proven
to measure PSR (Dibble et al., 2016). We ex-
pect that:

> P4: PSR is more strongly associated with
affective PSP than with cognitive PSP and
conative PSP.

> P5: R-PSI is more strongly associated with
affective PSP than with cognitive PSP and
conative PSP.

Two other core concepts of media character
and content processing are identification
(Cohen, 2001) and transportation (Green et
al., 2004). Since identification occurs when
users merge and role-take with a character, it
involves a cognitive emphasis. Still, both con-
cepts share the theoretical notion of a connec-

2 The circumstance of an individual PSP compo-
nent specifically showing the strongest asso-
ciations with those concepts it is theoretically
supposed to show the strongest associations
which yields evidence for convergent validity
of the PSP component’s measurement and dis-
criminant validity from the measures for other
PSP components (see also Frijda, Kuipers, & ter
Schure, 1989; Nabi, 2002; Otto, 2018).

tion between users and media characters. Af-
fective processingis essential toidentification,
facilitating users’ character merging (Cohen,
2001). Thus, a similar pattern of associations is
expected (i.e., stronger association with af-
fective PSP than with cognitive and conative
PSP). Transportation is more specifically con-
cerned with users’ reactions to media content.
Still, because transportation refers to users’
cognitive engagement with the narrative
(Greenetal., 2004), it should be more strong-
ly associated with cognitive PSP than with af-
fective and conative PSP.

> P6: Identification is more strongly associ-
ated with affective PSP than with cognitive
PSP and conative PSP.

> P7:Transportation is more strongly associ-
ated with cognitive PSP than with affective
PSP and conative PSP.

Since Rubin and colleagues’ parasocial inter-
action scale (R-PSI; Rubin & Perse, 1987; Ru-
bin et al., 1985) does not capture PSI but PSR
(Dibble et al., 2016), scholars have developed
more effective measures for restoring the defi-
nitional core of PSI: users’ illusion of being in
a mutual exchange with media characters
(Horton & Wohl, 1956). These illusions are
most likely when user reactions are observ-
able and behavioral in nature (Hartmann &
Goldhoorn, 2011).

> P8:PSlis more strongly associated with co-
native PSP than with affective and cogni-
tive PSP.

Finally, it is important to consider that PSR,
R-PSI, and identification are conceptually
more closely related to PSP than transporta-
tion, as the former concepts emphasize media
users’ engagement with media characters. In
contrast, transportation concerns users’ im-
mersion in media content rather than specific
characters (Green et al., 2004) and should
therefore be less strongly associated with cog-
nitive PSP than PSR, R-PS], and identification
are with affective PSP. Similarly, PSI may be
less strongly associated with conative PSP
than transportation is with cognitive PSP, as
PSI primarily involves the illusion of recipro-
cal interaction, whereas conative PSP cap-
tures users’ actual behavioral responses -
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such as mimicry or verbal expressions - that
can occur even in the absence of such an illu-
sion. Moreover, since it is mostly a mispercep-
tion that media characters observe and re-
spond to users’ reactions, there should be
various instances when users engage in cona-
tive PSP without necessarily engaging in PSI
(Schramm & Hartmann, 2008).

> P9: Transportation is less strongly associ-
ated with (cognitive) PSP than PSR, R-PSI,
and identification with (affective) PSP.

> P10: PSI is less strongly associated with
(conative) PSP than transportation with
(cognitive) PSP.

Together, these final propositions examine
how PSP relates to conceptually adjacent con-
structs and test the relative strength of these
associations across PSP’s three components.®

1.5 Toward a validated short scale for
measuring PSP

While Schramm and Hartmann (2008) pro-
posed 112 items to measure PSP, we add to
the literature by providing shorter scales
in parasocial research (e.g., Cohen, 2001;
Hakim & Liu, 2021; Hartmann & Goldhoorn,
2011). This is important, e.g., to save survey
time or enhance data quality by reducing
participant burden (Ziegler, Kemper, & Kruy-
en, 2014). While short scales should be as
brief as possible, we acknowledge that some
scales have captured complex multidimen-
sional concepts (like Big Five personality
traits) with only two items per component
or even a single one (e.g., Gosling, Rentfrow,
& Swann, 2003; Muck, Hell, & Gosling, 2007;
Rammstedt & John, 2007). Yet, we followed
research thataimed at three items per compo-
nent (e.g., Chang et al., 2011; Niefien, Beier-
lein, Rammstedt, & Lechner, 2020) to capture
cognitive, affective, and conative PSP with
sufficient theoretical breadth. On the meth-
odological side, operating with three items
per component has the advantage that core
reliability statistics (i.e., Cronbach’s Alpha,
Average Variance Extracted) are only defined

3 An overview of all reference propositions, in-
cluding the empirical studies in which they were
tested, is provided in Table S18 in the Supple-
mentary Materials.

for scales with more than two items (Bagozzi
& Baumgartner, 1994; Hair et al., 2010).

While following Schramm and Hartmann
(2008) by initially including a larger number
of items for cognitive than for affective and
conative PSP, our scale development adapted
and expanded their methodological frame-
work in four key respects: (A) We began our
scale development with a theoretically de-
rived preselection of 24 items, chosen from
the original 112-item pool based on conceptu-
al coverage of all three PSP components, face
validity, and independent review by three au-
thors familiar with parasocial theory. (B) We
streamlined the items’ wording to prevent fac-
tors that emerge due to semantic variations.
(C) We dropped or adapted items identical to
concepts like PSR/PSI to prevent correlations
due toitem similarity (Dibble etal., 2023). (D)
We establish validity and reliability over three
consecutive studies, combine exploratory
with confirmatory factor analysis, and locate
PSP within the nomological framework of
parasocial research. Across all three studies,
item retention decisions were guided by both
theoretical fit and empirical performance, al-
lowing usto iteratively narrow the item pool to
a psychometrically robust and conceptually
comprehensive 9-item inventory.

In conjunction, the theoretical reflec-
tions and methodological considerations led
us to derive nine items for assessing users’
cognitive PSP (Table 1). These items mea-
sure subfacets of users’ concentrating their
attention on the character (Items 1-3), users’
elaboration of the character’s situations and
actions (Items 4-6), and users’ thinking about
the character’s future (Items 7-9). Despite, or
precisely because, we wanted to substanti-
ate our assertion that comparisons between
users and characters require some affective
PSP and do notdirectly indicate cognitive PSP,
we tentatively included three items for such
comparisons (Items 10-12). To operational-
ize affective PSP, we included six items cov-
ering users’ emotional processing of a char-
acter. More specifically, subfacets of users’
experiencing the character’s emotions (Items
13-14), their feelings being influenced by the
character’s mood (Items 15-16), and users’
compassion for the character (Items 17-18).
Finally, because conative PSP describes users’
verbal and nonverbal reactions to a mediated
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Table 1:

24-item pool for measuring parasocial processing

While watching, ...

1) | focused my attention on CHARACTER.

2) I watched closely what CHARACTER said or did.

3) | watched closely how CHARACTER behaved.

4) | tried to understand the acts of CHARACTER.

5) I intensely thought about CHARACTER's behavior.

6) I thoroughly thought about what CHARACTER did.

7)1 often tried to guess what CHARACTER might say next.

8) | had ideas about how things would develop for CHARACTER.
9) | thought about what could happen to CHARACTER

10) [I thought about what connects me with and what distinguishes me from CHARACTER ]

11) [I sometimes compared CHARACTER's thoughts to mine.]
12) [I thought about if | would do things like CHARACTER or not.]

13) I sometimes felt the same emotions as CHARACTER.

14)1

uld feel the emotions CHARACTER showed.

15) CHARACTER's feelings were contagious to my feelings.
16) CHARACTER's feelings influenced my own mood.

17) | felt compassion for CHARACTER.
18) | felt empathy for CHARACTER.

19) I reacted to CHARACTER's behavior with my facial expression.

20) CHARACTER's behavior triggered my facial expression.

21) At certain moments, | said something to CHARACTER.

22) | commented out loud on CHARACTER's behavior.

23) | sometimes gestured towards CHARACTER.
24) CHARACTER's behavior led me to gesture at him/her.

Note: Solid lines signify the distinction between items aimed at cognitive, affective, and conative PSP, and comparisons between self and
media character; dashed lines the distinctions between items aimed at subfacets. ltems aimed comparisons between self and character were
put in brackets due to our expectation that such comparisons are not indicative of cognitive PSP because they presuppose affective PSP.

encounter, we included six items that disen-
tangled users’ mimicry (Items 19-20), users’
verbal responses to the character (Items 21-
22), as well as physical gestures triggered by
the character (Items 23-24).

2 Studyl

Study I aimed to provide an empirical starting
point for developing and validating the PSP
Short Inventory. Its primary goal was: (a) to es-
tablish whether and how the 24-item pool en-
capsulates the theoretical distinction between
cognitive, affective, and conative PSP, and

(b) to determine which item subsets are best
suited for measuring each PSP component.

2.1 Materials and methods

The research design of Study I was preregis-
tered on OSF (https://osf.io/mg3dn) and eth-
ically approved by the Institutional Review
Board of the University of Fribourg (No. 2022-
11-01). Data and material (R-code, survey
items) are openly available (https://osf.
io/85aqf).!

4 The preregistration and all materials, data, and
analysis scripts for Studies I-I1I are also compiled
in an overall OSF project: https://osf.io/8tavn.
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2.1.1 Procedure and sample

An online survey was administered to 500 US
participants recruited via the prolific plat-
form in November 2022, using gender, age,
and ethnicity quotas representative of the US
(US Census Bureau, 2024). The sample size of
N=500 was determined based on common
methodological guidelines for exploratory
and confirmatory factor analysis, which rec-
ommend sample sizes of at least 300-500 to
ensure stable factor solutions and model
convergence (Comrey & Lee, 2013; Kyriazos,
2018; MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong,
1999; Worthington & Whittaker, 2006). Par-
ticipantsreceived a small monetaryincentive
($2.32); 500 participants were iteratively re-
cruited. The data were cleaned using three
criteria (completion time, attention checks,
and self-reported data quality). One partici-
pant was excluded due to failed attention
checks. Table S1 in the Supplementary Mate-
rials (SM) shows that the sample generally
matched the population parameters well.
Participants had a mean age of 46.0 years
(SD=16.5, MIN=18, MAX=89), 52% were fe-
male, and 48% were male. Older adults aged
75 and above were underrepresented, while
individuals aged 25 to 64 were slightly over-
represented. White participants were over-
represented, whereas individuals identifying
as mixed or other ethnicities were underrep-
resented.

2.1.2 Measures

To assess participants’ PSP, we administered
the full 24-item pool to all participants in
randomized order (for sample descriptives,
see SM Table S3). Responses were captured
with a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (“do not agree at all”) to 5 (“agree com-
pletely”). A 5-point Likert scale was chosen
based on its frequent use in prior parasocial
research (e.g., Cohen, 2003; Dibble et al.,
2017; Hartmann & Schramm, 2008; Rubin et
al., 1985) and its methodological advantages
of capturing gradual differences in PSP, pro-
viding sufficient variance, while maintain-
ing manageable respondent burden (Kros-
nick & Fabrigar, 1997; Lozano, Garcia-Cueto,
& Muiiiz, 2008; Preston & Colman, 2000;
Weng, 2004). Before administering the PSP
items, the participants were confronted with
a recall cue, which is commonly applied in
parasocial research (e.g., Dibble et al., 2023;

Liebers & Schramm, 2019). The participants
were asked to recall a character from a series
or movie with which they had previously en-
gaged. Then, they were instructed to recall
a specific exposure situation. They had to
describe this situation in an open text field
to activate their memories. Participants were
randomly assigned to a recall cue to capture
the full range from low- to high-intensity
PSP. These cues varied regarding two as-
pects: the valence of users toward the media
character (liked vs. neutral vs. disliked) and
the intensity of engagement with the charac-
ter (low vs. medium vs. high; see Table S2
for all recall cues). For example, one partic-
ipant might have received the cue: “While
you were watching the media content, you
strongly engaged with this media character,
and you like this media character.” This ap-
proach was chosen to prevent recall biases
because when participants are free to choose
a character, they often choose their favorite
characters (e.g., Cohen, 2004; Hartmann et
al., 2016). The characters recalled in Study
I were predominantly fictional (89%), male
(65%), and from series (76%), with the re-
maining from films (23%) and a relatively
small proportion being non-fictional (11%).

2.1.3 Analysis

Considering the lack of previous empiri-
cal evidence on the factorial structure of
PSP, Study I used exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) to determine: (a) how many factors are
captured and whether these factors reflect
the theoretically acclaimed distinction be-
tween cognitive, affective, and conative PSP;
(b) which item subsets are most suitable for
a short inventory assessing PSP briefly and
with sufficient breadth. We refrained from the
traditional - and often criticized (Kohring &
Matthes, 2007; Yale et al., 2015) - data-driven
approach of merely selecting those items with
the highest factor loadings (e.g., Items 13, 17,
and 18 for affective PSP; see Table 2) but addi-
tionally pondered the theoretical definitions
to ensure that each PSP component’s sub-fac-
ets are adequately covered.®

5 The empirical emphasis on factor loadings re-
mains relevant because they reflect how much
measurement error items comprise or how
closely they represent the PSP components.
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Table 2:  Exploratory factor analysis of parasocial processing

Factor

Item Cognitive Affective Conative
1) | focused my attention on CHARACTER. .63 .20 -.03
2) I watched closely what CHARACTER said or did. .76 .05 -.05
3) | watched closely how CHARACTER behaved. .83 .00 -.02
4) | tried toVLVJnderstand thé acts of CHARAbTEH. V ) V . .59 - 3 - -16
5) I intensely thought about CHARACTER's behavior. .65 .01 19
6) | thoroughly thought about what CHARACTER did. .79 .01 .04
7)1 often trriéd to guess wHat CHAHACTEFV%Vmight say nexrt. ) V . .26 - 23 - 31 V
8) I had ideas about how things would develop for CHARACTER .58 14 .05
9) | thought about what could happen to CHARACTER. .77 .02 -.03
10) I thought about what connects me with and what distinguishes me from CHARACTER. .32 22 .26
11) I sometimes compared CHARACER's thoughts to mine. .07 .60 .26
12) I thought about if | would do things like CHARACTER or not. 29 .50 .02
13) I sometimes felt the same emotions as CHARACTER. -.07 .83 A3
14) | could feel the emotions CHARACTER showed. 15 .66 .09
15) CHARAVCVTEH’S feelings Were contagioﬁ; tomy feelinés. ) 7 . .01 - .637 o .26 7
16) CHARACTER's feelings influenced my own mood. 14 .39 .34
17) | felt caﬁpassion for CHAHACTEH. : 7 : 7 . .05 - .86 - -10 7
18) | felt empathy for CHARACTER. .07 .84 -1
19) I reacted to CHARACTER's behavior with my facial expression. 44 -.08 .52
20) CHARACTER's behavior triggered my facial expression. 44 =12 .51
21) At cenéiﬁ moments, | séid somethingrtro CHAHACTEH: V V .01 V V .07 V V .747
22) | commented out loud on CHARACTER's behavior. 20 -1 .69
23)1 sometrirrnes gestured trowards CHARA&TEH. 7 7 7 -1 7 7 15 7 7 .827
24) CHARACTER's behavior led me to gesture at him/her. -.07 .09 .81
SS loadings 478 407 34
Proportion variance 23 .20 16

Note: Exploratory factor analysis with all original 24 items aimed at capturing PSP. Fully standardized loadings, primary loadings in bold.
Principal axis analysis with oblimin rotation. Solid horizontal lines represent theoretical distinctions between items aimed at cognitive,
comparisons, affective, and conative PSP; dashed lines distinguish between the items theoretically aimed at subfacets. PSP = Parasocial
Processing; SS loadings = Sum of Squared Loadings.
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2.2 Results

Following the main goals of Study I, the ana-
lytical sequence and results presentation pro-
ceed in two main steps.

2.2.1 PSP’sfactorial structure

The first step of the EFA was to explore wheth-
ertheitem pool measured cognitive, affective,
and conative PSP or whether another factor
structure better fits PSP. We determined the
number of factors to be extracted with an Ei-
genvalue > 1. Following this, three factors
were extracted (Table 2). Inspecting the factor
loadings yielded empirical support for the
theoretical feasibility of the three-factor solu-
tion. Because most items predominantly
loaded on those factors predicted by the the-
oretical framework, the three emerging fac-
tors represented cognitive, affective, and co-
native PSP. In line with our theoretical
expectations, the items measuring users’
self-comparisons with the character (Items
10-12) predominantly loaded on the affective
factor, although less weakly than the items di-
rectly related to affective PSP (Items 13-18).
This pattern corroborated our assumption
that such comparisons are not indicative of
cognitive PSP.

2.2.2 Suitable items to assess PSP

In the second step, we assessed the factor
loadings in Table 2 by the theoretical defini-
tions of cognitive, affective, and conative PSP
to find the items most suited to efficiently
measure PSP. We followed other research
(Chang et al., 2011; Niefien et al., 2020) and
aimed at three items per component (see 1.5).
Since cognitive PSP comprises users’ atten-
tion to the character (Items 1-3), comprehen-
sion of the character’s actions and situations
(Items 4-6), and thinking about their future
(Items 7-9), the factor loadings support that
cognitive PSP is most effectively measured by
combining Items 3, 6, and 9. Affective PSP in-
volves sharing the character’'s emotions
(Items 13-14), which happens through emo-
tional contagion (Items 15-16) and compas-
sion for the character (Items 17-18). Thus, the
factor loadings support that affective PSP is
best captured through Items 13, 15, and 17.
Conative PSP refers to mimicry, verbal reac-
tions, and gestures. For mimicking (Items
19-20), verbal reactions (Items 21-22), and
gestures (Items 23-24), the results indicate

that the items within the item pairs are largely
interchangeable. Selecting items that most
closely reflect the core idea that PSP is a reac-
tion to the character’s behavior is feasible;
thatis, Items 19, 22, and 24.

2.3 Discussion

Considering the overarching goal of a validat-
ed and practical short inventory for measur-
ing PSP, Study I has two main findings. First,
the item pool proved suitable for assessing
PSP as a multifaceted concept. Three factors
are coherently aligned with the theoretical
distinction of cognitive, affective, and cona-
tive PSP. Second, there was variation in the
suitability of the items, especially for cognitive
PSP. Therefore, reducing the item pool aids in
efficiency and validity. Study Il proceeds with
the nine-item short scale proposed by Study I.

3 Studyll

Study IT had two goals: (a) confirm Study I's
results regarding the number of factors and
their significance, and (b) extend the scope by
examining (b.1) how reliably cognitive, affec-
tive, and conative PSP are measured, (b.2)
how they are associated with each other as
well as (b.3) how they are associated with oth-
er accounts of users’ processing of media
characters and content (i.e., PSR, R-PSI, PSI,
identification, and transportation).

3.1 Materials and methods

The study design of Study II was preregis-
tered (https://osf.io/mg3dn) and ethically
approved by the Institutional Review Board
of the University of Fribourg (No. 2022-11-
01). Data and materials are openly available
(https://osf.io/kqbf2).

3.1.1 Procedure and sample

Study Il replicated the methodology of StudyI.
Asample of 500 US participants was iteratively
recruited on prolific using census-represen-
tative gender, age, and ethnicity quotas (US
Census Bureau, 2024) in January 2023. The
sample size was held consistent with Study
I to ensure comparability and aligns with
widely accepted methodological recommen-
dations for factor analytic research (see Study
I Methods). Participants received a monetary
incentive ($2.36). The dataset was cleaned
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using the criteria employed in Study I (com-
pletion time, attention checks, self-reported
data quality). Two participants were excluded
due to failed attention checks, and one due to
completing the survey too quickly. Table S1
(SM) shows that the sample matched the US
population and resembled the Study I sam-
ple. Participants had a mean age of 45.9 years
(SD=16.3, MIN=18, MAX=85); 51% were
female, 49% male. As in Study I, individuals
identifying as mixed or other ethnicities and
adults aged 75 and above were underrepre-
sented, while white participants and those
aged 25 to 64 were slightly overrepresented.

3.1.2 Measures

We used the same recall cues and 5-point
Likert scale as in Study I. PSP was captured
using the nine items derived in Study I (Iltem
Descriptives in SM Table S4). The characters
recalled in Study II were predominantly fic-
tional (87%), male (63%), and from series
(70%), with 13% non-fictional and 30% from
films. PSR was measured using Tukachinsky’s
(2011) 13-item Parasocial Friendship Scale
(M=3.0;SD=1.3; 2=.97). We used Rubin and
Perse’s (1987) 10-item version of Rubin et al’s
(1985)R-PSI(M=3.2; SD=1.1;a=.92). PSIwas
assessed using Hartmann and Goldhoorn’s
(2011) six-item scale (M=1.4; SD=.9; a=.97);
identification using Cohen’s (2001) 10-item
identification scale (M =3.3; SD=1.0; =.92);
transportation using eight items from Green
and Brock’s (2000) transportation scale
(M=3.5; SD=.7; a=.74). The full scales can
be found in SM Table S2, their descriptives in
Table S6.

3.1.3 Analysis

Considering its confirmatory purposes, Study
11 followed the EFA in Study I by using Con-
firmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). CFA bears
the advantages of enabling more formal scale
tests (Prochazka & Schweiger, 2019; Yale et
al., 2015), catalyzing representative and gen-
eralizable results (Kohring & Matthes, 2007),
and going beyond the traditional standard
of Cronbach’s (1951) alpha through more
thorough reliability assessments (Bagozzi &
Baumgartner, 1994; Bagozzi & Yi, 1988).

3.2 Results
The analysis proceeded in four steps in line
with the CFA standard procedure. First, con-

firm that the scale captures three cognitive,
affective, and conative PSP factors. Second,
determine how reliably these factors are mea-
sured. Third, the correlations among these
factors are tested, and fourth, their associa-
tions with other closely related concepts are
examined.

3.2.1 Factorial structure of PSP

To confirm that the scale captures the dis-
tinction between cognitive, affective, and
conative PSP rather than one or two factors,
we followed other researchers (e. g., Mangold,
2024; Prochazka & Schweiger, 2019) by assess-
ing the fit of five CFA models (M): a one-fac-
tor model assuming that all items measured
a single factor (M1), three two-factor models
that collapsed cognitive and affective PSP
items into one factor (M2.1), cognitive and
conative PSP item into one factor (M2.2), and
affective and conative PSP items into one fac-
tor (M2.3); and a three-factor model (M3)
testing the assumption that the scale captures
the theoretical distinction between cognitive,
affective, and conative PSP. For completeness
and transparency, we report the chi-square
statisticalong with degrees of freedom and as-
sociated p-values for all models (see Table S7
in the Supplementary Materials). However,
given the well-documented sensitivity of the
chi-square test to large sample sizes such as
ours (N=500), we do notrely on it for substan-
tive interpretation of model fit (Hu & Bentler,
1999; Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004).° Instead,
to evaluate absolute model fit, we focus on
the following criteria: RMSEA <.08, TLI>.95,
CFI>.95, and SRMR <.08. For relative fit, we
report AIC, BIC, and the sample-size adjusted
BIC (aBIC), where lower values indicate a bet-

6 Since the chi-square test is highly sensitive to
large sample sizes, it tends to reject even well-
fitting models by practically negligible devia-
tions from perfect fit as statically significant.
Moreover, because models with more parame-
ters (and thus fewer degrees of freedom) almost
always yield lower chi-square values, the sta-
tistic overly favours less parsimonious models
with large samples. For these reasons, it is now
increasingly common and considered best prac-
tice to rely primarily on approximate fit indices
(e.g., RMSEA, CFI, SRMR), which provide more
robust and interpretable assessments of model
fit in large samples (Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004;
Schermelleh-Engel, Moosbrugger, & Miiller,
2003).
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Figure 1:  Confirmatory factor analysis of parasocial processing (Study I1)

[1:1 watched closely how CHARACTER behaved. |

[2: 1 thoroughly thought about what CHARACTER did. |

|3: | thought about what could happen to CHARACTER. |

|4: | sometimes felt the same emotions as CHARACTER. |

|5: CHARACTER's feelings were contagious to my feelings |

[5: I felt compassion for CHARACTER. |

|7: | reacted to CHARACTER's behavior with my facial expression. |

|8: | commented out loud on CHARACTER's behavior |

|9: CHARACTER's behavior led me to gesture at him/her. |
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Note: The standardized values of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the short scale (N=500) are displayed. Fully standardized Maximum-
Likelihood coefficients. Ellipses are latent factors, squares are manifest indicator variables. One-sided arrows are factor loadings, two-sided
arrows are factor correlations. All factor loadings and correlations were statistically significant, p<.05. The three-factor model tests the
assumption that our scale captures the theoretical distinction between cognitive, affective, and conative PSP. PSP = Parasocial Processing.

ter fit (e.g., Akaike, 1987; Hu & Bentler, 1999;
Kline, 2005; Schermelleh-Engel, Moosbrug-
ger, & Miiller, 2003).

The results coherently supported the
superiority of the three-factor model (M3):
its AIC (=13271), BIC (=13359), and aBIC
(13293) were unexceptionally lower than
those of the alternative models (AIC > 13 380;
BIC=>13460; aBIC=>13400; full output in SM
Table S7). Thus, the CFA confirmed that our
scale measures three factors of cognitive,
affective, and conative PSP. The three-fac-
tor model exhibited a good fit based on CFI
(=.95) and SRMR (=.05), although its RMSEA
(=.09) and TLI(=.93) remained slightly below
desired thresholds, suggesting some residual
reliability issues related to specific items.

3.2.2 PSP’s reliability

We considered both the traditional standard
of Cronbach’s (1951) alpha («>.70) and the
reliability criteria most common in CFA: Aver-
age Variance Extracted (AVE>.50), Compos-
ite Reliability (CR>.60), and Indicator Reli-
ability (Amm >.64;e.g.,Bagozzi & Baumgartner,
1994; Hair et al., 2010). The results supported

good reliability for cognitive (a=.83; AVE=
.62; CR=83; A__=.73) and affective PSP (o=
.86; AVE=.68; CR=.87;A . =.79).For conative
PSP, CR (=.67) exceeded the desired thresh-
old, but Cronbach’s alpha (=.69), AVE (=.41),
and indicator reliability (=.62) did not yet
perfectly meet the requirements. As revealed
bythe factorloadingsreported in Figure 1, this
occurred specifically due to Item 8 (“I com-
mented outloud on CHARACTER’s behavior”)
and Item 9 (“CHARACTER’s behavior led me
to gesture at him/her”). Since these items
loaded with A, =.62 and A, =.60 on the conative
factor, both were below the minimum re-
quirement for indicator reliability.

3.2.3 PSP components’ associations with
each other

Since the associations between the PSP com-
ponents thoroughly matched the theoretical
assumptions (Figure 1), they reinforced the
validity of our scale. The associations between
cognitive, affective, and conative PSP were
positive throughout (P1), supporting conver-
gent validity. These associations were sub-
stantially lower than 1 (even <.7) throughout
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Table 3:  Associations of cognitive, affective, and conative PSP with other measures of users’
processing of media character and content (Study I)
PSR R-PSI Identification Transportation PSI
Cognitive PSP 49 .55 B3 .67 17
Affective PSP 87 87 91 52 31
Conative PSP .29 32 39 43 .39

Note: Associations of the latent factors of cognitive, affective, and conative PSP with the correlates in the columns. All correlations were
significantly positive, p<.05, and the differences between the associations outlined in the text were statistically significant, p<.05 (see
also SM Figure S2 and Table S9). PSP = Parasocial Processing; PSR = Parasocial Relationships; R-PSI = Rubin-Parasocial Interaction;

PSI = Parasocial Interaction.

(P2) - implying that our measures of cogni-
tive, affective, and conative PSP exhibited
more specific variance than they shared with
each other, yielding evidence for discriminant
validity.” Supporting nomological validity, the
association between affective and conative
PSP was weaker than both PSP components’
associations with cognitive PSP (P3).

3.2.4 PSP components’ association with
other relevant concepts

The associations of cognitive, affective, and
conative PSP with other concepts of media
character and content processing coherently
matched our theoretical propositions (Ta-
ble 3), further supporting the scale’s validity.
Both PSR (P4), R-PSI (P5), and identification
(P6) were most strongly associated with affec-
tive PSP; transportation most strongly with
cognitive PSP (P7); and PSI most strongly with
conative PSP (P8). Likewise, the associations
of PSR, R-PSI, and identification with affective
PSP were thoroughly stronger than the associ-
ation of transportation with cognitive PSP
(P9), which was, in turn, stronger than the as-
sociation between PSI and conative PSP (P10).

3.3 Discussion
Overall, Study IT had two main findings. First,
theresults confirmed and coherently expand-

7 While the share of variance that factors share
with each other is quantified by their squared
correlation (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson,
2010; Kline, 5), the Fornell-Larcker (1981) cri-
terion similarly supported discriminant validi-
ty (e.g., Boyd, Morrow, & Rocconi, 2022; Yang,
Tang, & Zhang, 2022): AVEs for all factors was
larger than their correlations’ square.

ed the evidence from Study I, yielding robust
additional support for the PSP Short Invento-
ry’s ability to validly measure PSP as a multi-
faceted construct comprising a cognitive
component, an affective component, and
a conative component. Second, the results
highlight the need to further improve the co-
native PSP items’ reliability. To address this,
we chose to refine the existing conative items
from our preselected setrather than returning
to the full 112-item pool. This decision was
guided by theoretical coverage and conceptu-
al fit, allowing us to enhance item clarity and
psychometric performance while preserving
comparability across studies.

4 Studyn

The primary goal of Study III was: (a) to con-
firm previous results regarding the validity of
the scale, and (b) to adapt the conative PSP
measures to overcome the reliability issues
identified in Study II. To do so, we discussed
our measures with other scholars within the
field and identified two reasons for the limited
reliability of conative PSP.

First, the formulation of Item 8 (“I com-
mented outloud on CHARACTER’s behavior”)
did notunequivocally refer to usersreacting to
characters and included the adverb “outloud”
The adverb was likely too ambiguous. Some
people might have interpreted “out loud” as
shouting, while others might have interpreted
itas speaking aloud in a normal register. Thus,
the item formulation might have led users to
exclude certain situations in which they en-
gaged in conative PSP. Therefore, we changed
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the formulation to “CHARACTER’s behavior
caused me to comment out loud or to myself””

Second, since Item 9 specified “at him/
her”®(“CHARACTER’s behavior led me to ges-
ture at him/her”), the formulation may have
led to an imbalance in reported gestures.
Participants might have reported gestures
directed toward the character (e.g., wagging
a finger at the character), but refrained from
reporting gestures not directed toward the
character (e.g., shrugging one’s shoulder).
To include all types of gestures, Item 9 was
revised to “CHARACTER’s behavior led me to
gesture.”

4.1 Materials and methods

The study design of Study III was preregis-
tered (https://osf.io/mg3dn) and ethically
approved by the Institutional Review Board
of the University of Fribourg (No. 2022-11-
01). Data and materials are openly available
(https://osf.io/r5enz).

4.1.1 Procedure and sample

An online survey was administered to a sam-
ple of 500 US participants recruited via the pro-
lific platform using census-representative
gender, age, and ethnicity quotas (US Census
Bureau, 2024) in February 2023. The sample
size was kept consistent with Studies I and I to
ensure comparability and aligns with estab-
lished guidelines for factor analytic research
(see Study I Methods). Participants received
amonetary incentive ($2.63). The dataset was
cleaned based on the same criteria as in Stud-
ies I and II. Four participants were excluded
due to failed attention checks, and two due to
filling in the survey too quickly. Table S1 shows
thatthe sample generally matched the US pop-
ulation and resembled the samples employed
in Studies I and II. The mean participant age
was 45.1 years (SD=15.6, MIN=18, MAX=86),
52% were female, and 48 % were male. Consis-
tent with the previous studies, individuals
identifying as mixed or other ethnicities and
adults aged 75 and above were underrepre-
sented, while white participants and those
aged 25 to 64 were slightly overrepresented.

8 As highlighted by reviewers, an additional ad-
vantage of revising this item wording was the
removal of the original phrasing “him/her,’
thereby avoiding binary-gendered language
and ensuring that the scale is applicable to me-
dia characters of all genders.

4.1.2 Measures

The same recall cues and 5-point Likert scales
were employed as in Studies I and II. The
characters recalled in Study III were predom-
inantly fictional (88% ), male (66 %), and from
series (71% ), with 12% non-fictional and 29%
from films. We captured PSP using the nine
items applied in Study II with the two refor-
mulations (Descriptives for Items, see Table
S5). The same measurements used in Study
1T were used (see Table S2 for wording, Table
S6 for descriptives): PSR (M=3.0, SD=1.3,
a=.97), R-PSI (M=3.2, SD=1.2, a=.94), PSI
(M=1.5, SD=1.0, ®=.97), identification (M=
3.3,8D=1.0, a=.92), and transportation (M=
3.5,8D=.7,a=.73).

4.1.3 Analysis

Study III directly replicated the CFA sequence
employed in Study II, both for the purposes of
reassuring and safeguarding the overall high
feasibility of the PSP Short Inventory and for
enabling a direct assessment of the effective-
ness of the changes to the conative items made
in response to the reliability results of Study II.

4.2 Results

Building on the analytical backgrounds out-
lined in Study I, the results of Study III can be
summarized as follows.

4.2.1 PSP’sfactorial structure

Using the same statistics for absolute and rel-
ative model fit, the CFA replicated the superi-
ority of the three-factor model, testing that
our scale empirically captures the theoretical
distinction between cognitive, affective, and
conative PSP. Its AIC (=12863), BIC (=12 951),
and aBIC (12 885) were again thoroughly low-
er than those of the alternative one- and
two-factor models (AIC>13039; BIC>13119;
aBIC > 13 058; full output in SM Table S8). Im-
portantly, the three-factor model achieved
good fit according to all absolute fit indices
(RMSEA =.07; CFI=.98; TLI=.97; SRMR=.04),
corroborating the scale’s overall suitability
and the effectiveness of the scale adjustments
made in response to the reliability issues of
Study II.

4.2.2 PSP’sreliability

The reliability analysis confirmed the effec-
tiveness of the changes to the conative items.
All statistics unequivocally supported good
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Figure 2:

|1: | watched closely how CHARACTER behaved.

|2: | thoroughly thought about what CHARACTER did.

|3: | thought about what could happen to CHARACTER.

|4: | sometimes felt the same emotions as CHARACTER.

|5: CHARACTER's feelings were contagious to my feelings.

|E: | felt compassion for CHARACTER.

|7: | reacted to CHARACTER's behavior with my facial expression. |

|8: CHARACTER's behavior caused me to comment out loud or to myself. |

|El: CHARACTER's behavior led me to gesture.

| —
I~
| — 85
| —
T~

—72

| —

Confirmatory factor analysis of parasocial processing (Study I11)

|~

'*-82>

cognitive

80

.64

87

.75
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\
/

74

Note: The standardized values of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the short scale (N = 500) are displayed. Fully standardized Maximum-
Likelihood coefficients. Ellipses are latent factors, squares are manifest indicator variables. One-sided arrows are factor loadings, two-sided
arrows are factor correlations. All factor loadings and correlations were statistically significant, p< .05. The three-factor model tests the
assumption that our scale captures the theoretical distinction between cognitive, affective, and conative PSP. PSP = Parasocial Processing.

reliability for cognitive (a=.85; AVE=.65;
CR=.85;A_, =.80),affective (a=.90; AVE=.76;
CR=.91;A_, =.85), and conative PSP (a.=.78;
AVE=54; CR=.78;1_,_=.72).

4.2.3 PSP components’ associations with
each other

The associations between cognitive, affec-
tive, and conative PSP (Figure 2) replicated
the match between theoretical expectations
and empirical patterns already observed in
Study II. Further confirming convergent, dis-
criminant, and nomological validity, the as-
sociations of cognitive, affective, and cona-
tive PSP were positive throughout (P1);
generally lower than .7 (P2); and the associa-
tion between affective and conative PSP was
weaker than their associations with cognitive
PSP (P3).

4.2.4 PSP components’ association with
other relevant concepts

The results in Table 4 replicated the associa-

tions of cognitive, affective, and conative PSP

with other concepts of media character and

content processing observed in Study II. Since
these associations were again closelymatched
with our theoretical reference hypotheses,
they further instilled confidence in the validi-
ty of our measures. PSR (P4) and R-PSI (P5)
were most strongly correlated with affective
PSP. The same applied to identification (P6).
Transportation was most strongly correlated
with cognitive PSP (P7), and PSI most strongly
with conative PSP (P8). Transportation was
less strongly associated with cognitive PSP,
PSR, R-PSI, and identification with affective
PSP (P9), and PSI was less strongly associated
with conative PSP than transportation with
cognitive PSP (P10).

4.3 Discussion

Overall, Study III completed our empirical
analyses by coherently confirming the validity
and reliability of the PSP Short Inventory. The
improvements made to the conative factor
following Study II significantly improved the
scale’s reliability. Thus, the PSP Short Invento-
ry comprehensively assesses PSP. With nine
items, it captures PSP efficiently and with em-
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Table 4: Associations of cognitive, affective, and conative PSP with other measures of users’
processing of media character and content (Study II1)
PSR R-PSI Identification Transportation PSI
Cognitive PSP 49 56 68 68 18
Affective PSP 89 88 88 M 26
Conative PSP A4 46 .51 49 M

Note: Associations of the latent factors of cognitive, affective, and conative PSP with the correlates in the columns. All correlations were
significantly positive, p<.05., and the differences between the associations outlined in the text were statistically significant, p<.05 (see
also SM Figure S2 and Table S10). PSP = Parasocial Processing; PSR = Parasocial Relationships; R-PS| = Rubin-Parasocial Interaction;

PSI = Parasocial Interaction.

Table 5:  Final version of the PSP short inventory (PSP-SI), measuring parasocial processing with
9 items categorized by PSP component
PSP Component Item
Cognitive | watched closely how CHARACTER behaved.
| thoroughly thought about what CHARACTER did.
| thought about what could happen to CHARACTER.
Affective . | sometimes felt the same emotions as CHARACTER.
CHARACTER's feelings were contagious to my feelings.
| felt compassion for CHARACTER.
Conative . | reacted to CHARACTER's behavior with my facial expression.

CHARACTER's behavior caused me to comment out loud or to myself.

CHARACTER's behavior led me to gesture.

Note: PSP = Parasocial Processing; PSP-SI = PSP Short Inventory.

pirical breadth appropriate to the theoretical
conceptualization of PSP as a multifaceted
concept. The final item selection was based on
cumulative evidence across all three studies,
combining theoretical fit with empirical crite-
ria such as high and stable factor loadings,
item clarity, and internal consistency. This
process ensured that the final scale retained
balanced representation of cognitive, affec-
tive, and conative components while maxi-
mizing parsimony and psychometric robust-
ness. Table 5 provides a summary of the final
9-item PSP Short Inventory, distinguishing
theitems by PSP component to support clarity
and facilitate future application.

5 Robustness tests

We conducted several robustness tests: (a) The
results of Study I replicated when repeating the
EFA with the data of Studies ITand III - instilling
confidence in factorial validity (see SM S5.1).
(b) In line with nomological, convergent, and
discriminantvalidity, both the associations be-
tween the PSP components and their associa-
tions with the other concepts were thoroughly
robust against using (manifest) mean indices
of affective, cognitive, and conative PSP instead
of, as done in the main analyses, treating them
as latent factors (see SM S5.2). (c) We estab-
lished measurement invariance across Studies
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11 and III (see SM S5.3). (d) Second-order CFA
models reinforced the conceptualization of
PSP as a multifaceted concept with three re-
lated but distinct components (see SM S5.4).

6 General discussion

Amid a growing scholarly consensus on the
theoretical importance of enriching research
on parasocial experiences through closer ex-
aminations of PSP, media and communica-
tion scholars lacked a comprehensive instru-
ment for capturing PSP in empirical studies.
By addressing this demand through develop-
ing the PSP Short Inventory, the present re-
search advances existing literature in at least
five main regards.

Our first contribution is to provide a the-
oretically derived and thoroughly validated
shortscale for measuring PSP. Amid a general
scholarly consensus on the critical impor-
tance of measures for theoretical advances
(Dibble et al., 2023), only thorough scale val-
idation can provide us with confidence that
our measures capture what they are supposed
to capture and - as a practical consequence -
the meaningfulness and trustworthiness of
the substantive conclusions drawn from em-
pirical studies using these measures. Our
finding of the PSP Short Inventory’s high fea-
sibility was consistent across multiple studies.
It proved robust against alternative statistical
choices and the standard of combining EFA
with CFA (Boyd, Morrow, & Rocconi, 2022;
Tukachinsky, 2011), as well as across a wide
variety of psychometric angles, including as-
sessments of factorial validity, reliability anal-
ysis, and various forms of convergent, dis-
criminant, and nomological validity.

The second main contribution of our
research is to enrich scholars’ capability to
research users’ reactions to media charac-
ters. While research has made considerable
progress in measuring other concepts like
PSR (Tukachinsky, 2011) or PSI (Hartmann &
Goldhoorn, 2011), PSPremained an exception.
Ourresearch facilitates theoretical innovation
by enabling scholars to give new answers to
research questions, ranging from how users
react to characters by engaging in cognitive,
affective, and/or conative processing to the
more causal questions of what drives these

reactions and how they impact outcomes
like enjoyment (e.g., Rosaen & Dibble, 2017),
prolonged exposure (e.g., Erickson, Dal Cin,
& Byl, 2019), or health communication (e.g.,
Hoffner & Cohen, 2023).

Our research’s third main contribution is
to confirm PSP’s potential for playing an inte-
grating role in overcoming the fragmentation
of research on users’ media character pro-
cessing (Klimmt et al., 2006). The PSP Short
Inventory coherently synthesized and linked
the cognitive, affective, and conative main
foci of other parasocial concepts. The result
supported that our scale captures PSP validly
and with the breadth appropriate to its theo-
retical definition as a complex and multifac-
eted concept (Klimmt et al., 2006). It meets
the calls better to connect different subfields
of parasocial research and facilitate compari-
sons (Dibble et al., 2023).

The fourth main contribution is to en-
rich the literature by addressing the fact that,
despite a growing theoretical consensus that
core concepts like PSP, PSI, or PSR are not
conceptually interchangeable, prevailing em-
pirical operationalizations like Rubin et al’s
(1985) PSI Scale have blurred their differences
by conflating their measurement (Dibble et
al., 2016). Indeed, PSIis theoretically centered
on users’ illusion of being in an interaction
with a character during an instance of media
exposure rather than their reactions to media
characters more broadly (Hartmann & Gold-
hoorn, 2011; Horton & Wohl, 1956), concepts
like PSR and identification on enduring feel-
ings of friendship and affect (Cohen, 2001;
Tukachinsky, 2011) and concepts like trans-
portation on users’ engagement with media
content (Green & Brock, 2000). Against this
background, the PSP Short Inventory aids in
overcoming conceptual ambiguities. It ac-
counts for and differentiates between cogni-
tive, affective, and conative processes, puts
these processes on the same scale, and makes
scholars less contingent on proxy measures
thathave only indirectly allowed them to infer
users’ reactions to media characters.

As a fifth set of improvements, the PSP
Short Inventory opens practical advantages
due to its parsimony. The scale can be ad-
ministered easily and efficiently in empir-
ical studies. Measuring PSP with nine items
fosters cost-effectiveness and enhances data
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quality by reducing respondent burden and
fatigue (e.g., Rammstedt & Beierlein, 2014;
Ziegler et al., 2014). The PSP Short Inventory
can be adapted for various research contexts,
designs, and objectives while preserving its
ability to assess PSP and safeguard compara-
bility (e.g., Appel, Gnambs, Richter, & Green,
2015). The PSP Short Inventory can be com-
prehensively combined with measures of
other concepts for investigating their inter-
play and interactions, for example, in shaping
media effects, as well as feasibly integrated
for enabling comparisons of users’ process-
ing across various media characters in today’s
high-choice media environments.

Overall, the advantages enabled by the
PSP ShortInventory facilitate more viable em-
pirical results in parasocial research. At the
same time, we urge readers to bear in mind
the limitations of our research. We instructed
participants to selecta character and an expo-
sure situation based on arecall cue. While this
procedure was necessary to avoid skewing to-
ward participants’ favorite characters, future
research should administer the scale directly
after media exposure, for example, in stud-
ies using experience sampling or combining
in-situ surveys with digital traces (Mangold,
Wieland, Stier, & Otto, 2023; Otto, Thomas,
Maier, & Ottenstein, 2020; Wirz et al., 2023).

Considering the limitations imposed by
cross-sectional data, future studies should use
longitudinal panel data to shed light on the
causal interplay between the PSP components
and other concepts of parasocial experiences
and enable tests of their measures’ predictive
validity. Yet, such tests will require additional
theoretical reflection about causal identifica-
tion, optimal time lags, reciprocal and mutu-
ally reinforcing relations (Hayes, 2017; Slater,
2007), as well as which outcome variables are
most relevant from the viewpoints of the var-
ious subfields with an interest in parasocial
experiences.

Another relevant direction for future re-
search is the application of the PSP Short In-
ventory across different media types (e.g., so-
cial media posts), character categories (e.g.,
influencers), and more diverse samples. While
our conceptual framework defines media char-
acters broadly to include fictional and non-fic-
tional figures across diverse formats, the em-
pirical scope of our studies was more specific.

Participants were instructed to recall charac-
ters from series or films. In our study, the En-
glish version of the scale was tested exclusively
with US participants, so the generalizability of
our findings to other cultural contexts remains
to be established. Future research should val-
idate translations of the scale in other lan-
guages and assess its applicability in different
cultural settings. For scholars intending to use
the original scale by Schramm and Hartmann
(2008), a direct validation comparable to the
one undertaken for the PSP Short Inventory
herein remains pending. In addition, while the
PSP Short Inventory was empirically evaluated
across three studies, the initial item reduction
from the original 112-item scale to the 24-item
pool was guided solely by theoretical reason-
ing. We acknowledge the lack of a preliminary
empirical screening (i. e., a potential ‘Study 0’)
asalimitation. Future research could combine
theory-driven preselection with early data-
driven refinement techniques to further en-
hance conceptual and psychometric coverage.

Acknowledgements

All procedures were conducted in accordance
with the ethical standards of the institution’s
Human Research Ethics Committee (approv-
al no. 2022-11-01). The study was pre-regis-
tered, and all data and materials are openly
available on the Open Science Framework at
https://osf.io/8tavn. Participants’ incentives
were funded by the Centenary Research Fund
of the University of Fribourg. Supplementa-
ry Online Material accompanies this article.
Authorship contributions are as follows: Mi-
chelle Méri—conceptualization, methodolo-
gy, investigation, data curation, formal analy-
sis, writing (original draft), writing (review &
editing), project administration, and funding
acquisition; Frank Mangold—conceptual-
ization, methodology, investigation, writing
(original draft), writing (review & editing),
and supervision; Andreas Fahr—conceptual-
ization, writing (review & editing), supervi-
sion, and funding acquisition.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.


https://osf.io/8tavn
https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-1_moeri_et_al__supplementary_material.pdf

24 Méri et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1(2026), pp. 7-27

References

Abdulla, R. A., Garrison, B., Salwen, M. B., Driscoll,
P.D., & Casey, D. (2004). Online news cred-
ibility. In M. B. Salwen, B. Garrison, & P.D.
Driscoll (Eds.), Online news and the public
(pp. 147-164). Routledge.

Akaike, H. (1987). Factor analysis and AIC. Psy-
chometrika, 52(3), 317-332. https://doi.
0rg/10.1007/BF02294359

Appel, M., Gnambs, T., Richter, T., & Green, M. C.
(2015). The transportation scale-short form
(TS-SF). Media Psychology, 18(2), 243-266.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2014.987
400

Bagozzi, R.P., & Baumgartner, H. (1994). The eval-
uation of structural equation models and hy-
pothesis testing. In R. P. Bagozzi (Ed.), Prin-
ciples of marketing research (pp. 386-422).
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Business.

Bagozzi, R.P,, &Yi, Y. (1988). On the evaluation
of structural equation models. Journal of the
Academy of Marketing Science, 16(1), 74-94.
https://doi.org/10.1177/009207038801600107

Birkenmaier, L., Daikeler, J., Frohling, L., Gummer,
T., Lechner, C., Lux, V,, ... Ziaja, S. (2024).
Defining and evaluating data quality for the
social sciences: Position paper. Ko6Iln: GESIS -
Leibniz-Institut fiir Sozialwissenschaften.
https://doi.org/10.21241/ss0ar.96764

Boster, EJ. (2023). Too many? Too few? Just right?
Construct proliferation and need for a con-
struct dump. Asian Communication Research,
20(2), 76-83. https://doi.org/10.20879/
acr.2023.20.011

Boyd, A.T., Morrow, J. A., & Rocconi, L. M. (2022).
Development and validation of the parasocial
relationship in social media survey. The Jour-
nal of Social Media in Society, 11(2), 192-208.

Boyd, A. T., Rocconi, L. M., & Morrow, J. A. (2024).
Construct validation and measurement
invariance of the Parasocial Relationships
in Social Media survey. PLOS ONE, 19(3),
€0300356. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0300356

Chang, C.-S,, Liu, E.Z.-F, Lee, C.-Y,, Chen, N.-S,,
Hu, D.-C., & Lin, C.-H. (2011). Developing
and validating a media literacy self-evalu-
ation scale (MLSS) for elementary school
students. The Turkish Online Journal of Edu-
cational Technology, 10(2).

Cohen, J. (2001). Defining identification: A theo-
retical look at the identification of audiences

with media characters. Mass Communica-
tion and Society, 4(3), 245-264. https://doi.
0rg/10.1207/S15327825MCS0403_01

Cohen, J. (2003). Parasocial breakups: Mea-
suring individual differences in responses
to the dissolution of parasocial relation-
ships. Mass Communication & Society,
6(2), 191-202. https://doi.org/10.1207/
$15327825MCS0602_5

Cohen, J. (2004). Parasocial break-up from
favorite television characters: The role
of attachment styles and relationship
intensity. Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships, 21(2), 187-202. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0265407504041374

Comrey, A.L., & Lee, H.B. (2013). A first
course in factor analysis (2nd ed.). New
York: Psychology Press. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781315827506

Cronbach, L.]. (1951). Coefficient alpha and the in-
ternal structure of tests. Psychometrika, 16(3),
297-334. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02310555

Dibble, J.L., Hartmann, T., & Rosaen, S.F. (2016).
Parasocial interaction and parasocial rela-
tionship: Conceptual clarification and a criti-
cal assessment of measures. Human Commu-
nication Research, 42(1), 21-44. https://doi.
org/10.1111/hcre.12063

Dibble, J. L., Tukachinsky Forster, R., Guzaitis, M.,
& Downey, S.E. (2023). Methods and mea-
sures in investigating PSEs. In R. Tukachinsky
Forster (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of
parasocial experiences (pp. 70-122). Oxford
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.4

Erickson, S., Dal Cin, S., & Byl, H. (2019). An exper-
imental examination of binge watching and
narrative engagement. Social Sciences, 8(1),
19. https://doi.org/10.3390/s0csci8010019

Fornell, C., & Larcker, D.F. (1981). Evaluating struc-
tural equation models with unobservable
variables and measurement error. Journal of
Marketing Research, 18(1), 39-50. https://doi.
0rg/10.2307/3151312

Frijda, N. H., Kuipers, P., & ter Schure, E. (1989).
Relations among emotion, appraisal, and
emotional action readiness. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 57(2),
212-228. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.57.2.212

Giles, D.C. (2002). Parasocial interaction:
A review of the literature and a model for
future research. Media Psychology, 4(3),


https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02294359
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02294359
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2014.987400
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2014.987400
https://doi.org/10.1177/009207038801600107
https://doi.org/10.21241/ssoar.96764
https://doi.org/10.20879/acr.2023.20.011
https://doi.org/10.20879/acr.2023.20.011
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0300356
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0300356
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0403_01
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0403_01
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0602_5
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0602_5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504041374
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504041374
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315827506
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315827506
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02310555
https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12063
https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12063
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.4
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.4
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci8010019
https://doi.org/10.2307/3151312
https://doi.org/10.2307/3151312
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.57.2.212
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.57.2.212

Mori et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1(2026), pp. 7-27

279-305. https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785X-
MEP0403_04

Gosling, S.D., Rentfrow, P.]., & Swann, W. B.
(2003). A very brief measure of the Big-Five
personality domains. Journal of Research
in Personality, 37(6), 504-528. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/S0092-6566(03)00046-1

Green, M. C., & Brock, T.C. (2000). The role of
transportation in the persuasiveness of public
narratives. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 79(5), 701-721. https://doi.
0rg/10.1037/0022-3514.79.5.701

Green, M. C., Brock, T. C., & Kaufman, G.F. (2004).
Understanding media enjoyment: The role of
transportation into narrative worlds. Commu-
nication Theory, 14(4), 311-327. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2004.tb00317.x

Groves, R. M. (2011). Three eras of survey research.
Public Opinion Quarterly, 75(5), 861-871.
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfr057

Hair, J. F, Black, W. C., Babin, B.]., & Anderson,
R.E. (Eds.). (2010). Multivariate data anal-
ysis. A global perspective (7th ed.). Upper
Saddle River, N.J: Pearson Prentice Hall.

Hakim, M. A., & Liy, ]. H. (2021). Development,
construct validity, and measurement invari-
ance of the parasocial relationship with polit-
ical figures (PSR-P) scale. International Per-
spectives in Psychology, 10(1), 13-24. https://
doi.org/10.1027/2157-3891/a000002

Hartmann, T. (2008). Parasocial interactions
and paracommunication with new media
characters. In E. A. Konijn, S. Utz, M. Tanis,

& S.B. Barnes (Eds.), Mediated interpersonal
communication (pp. 177-199). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203926864-18

Hartmann, T., & Goldhoorn, C. (2011). Horton and
Wohl revisited: Exploring viewers’ experience
of parasocial interaction. Journal of Com-
munication, 61(6), 1104-1121. https://doi.
0rg/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2011.01595.x

Hartmann, T,, Reinecke, L., & Oliver, M. B. (2016).
Parasocial interaction, parasocial relation-
ships, and well-being. In The Routledge
handbook of media use and well-being: Inter-
national perspectives on theory and research
on positive media effects (pp. 131-144). Rout-
ledge/Taylor & Francis Group.

Hartmann, T., Schramm, H., & Klimmt, C. (2004 ).
Personenorientierte Medienrezeption: Ein
Zwei-Ebenen-Modell parasozialer Inter-
aktionen (Person-oriented media reception:
A two-level model of parasocial interac-

25

tions). Publizistik, 49(1), 25-47. https://doi.
0rg/10.1007/s11616-004-0003-6

Hayes, A.F. (2017). Introduction to mediation,
moderation, and conditional process analysis:
A regression-based approach. (2nd ed.). New
York, NY: Guilford Press.

Hoffner, C.A., & Cohen, E.L. (2023). Effects of
parasocial experiences on health outcomes.
In R. Tukachinsky Forster (Ed.), The Oxford
handbook of parasocial experiences (pp. 309~
334). Oxford University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.14

Horton, D., & Wohl, R.R. (1956). Mass communi-
cation and para-social interaction. Observa-
tions on intimacy at a distance. Psychiatry,
19(3), 215-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/0033
2747.1956.11023049

Hu, L., & Bentler, P.M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for
fitindexes in covariance structure analysis:
Conventional criteria versus new alternatives.
Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidis-
ciplinary Journal, 6(1), 1-55. https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/10705519909540118

Jin, S.V,, & Ryu, E. (2020). “I'll buy what she’s
#wearing”: The roles of envy toward and
parasocial interaction with influencers in In-
stagram celebrity-based brand endorsement
and social commerce. Journal of Retailing
and Consumer Services, 55, 102121. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102121

Klimmt, C., Hartmann, T., & Schramm, H. (2006).
Parasocial Interactions and Relationships.
InJ. Bryant & P. Vorderer (Eds.), Psychology
of entertainment (pp. 291-313). Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Kline, R.B. (2005). Principles and practice of struc-
tural equation modeling (2nd ed., pp. xviii,
366). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Kohring, M., & Matthes, J. (2007). Trust in news
media: Development and validation of
a multidimensional Scale. Communica-
tion Research, 34(2), 231-252. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0093650206298071

Krosnick, J. A., & Fabrigar, L. R. (1997). Designing
rating scales for effective measurement in
surveys. In L. Lyberg, P. Biemer, M. Col-
lins, E. De Leeuw, C. Dippo, & N. Schwarz
(Eds.), Survey measurement and pro-
cess quality (pp. 141-164). John Wiley
& Sons Inc. Retrieved from https://doi.
0rg/10.1002/9781118490013.ch6

Kyriazos, T. A. (2018). Applied psychometrics:
Sample size and sample power consider-


https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0403_04
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0403_04
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0092-6566(03)00046-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0092-6566(03)00046-1
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.5.701
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.5.701
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2004.tb00317.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2004.tb00317.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfr057
https://doi.org/10.1027/2157-3891/a000002
https://doi.org/10.1027/2157-3891/a000002
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203926864-18
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2011.01595.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2011.01595.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-004-0003-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-004-0003-6
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.14
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.14
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102121
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102121
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650206298071
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650206298071
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118490013.ch6
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118490013.ch6

26 Méri et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1(2026), pp. 7-27

ations in factor analysis (EFA, CFA) and SEM
in general. Psychology, 9(8), 2207-2230.
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2018.98126

Liebers, N., & Schramm, H. (2019). Parasocial
interactions and relationships with media
characters—An inventory of 60 years of re-
search. Communication Research Trends,
38(1), 4-31.

Liebers, N., & Schramm, H. (2023). The history
and scope of parasocial research. In R. Tuka-
chinsky Forster (Ed.), The Oxford handbook
of parasocial experiences (pp. 13-32). Oxford
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.1

Lozano, L. M., Garcia-Cueto, E., & Muiiz, J. (2008).
Effect of the number of response categories
on the reliability and validity of rating scales.
Methodology: European Journal of Research
Methods for the Behavioral and Social Scienc-
es, 4(2), 73-79. https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-
2241.4.2.73

MacCallum, R.C., Widaman, K. E, Zhang, S., &
Hong, S. (1999). Sample size in factor anal-
ysis. Psychological Methods, 4(1), 84-99.
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.4.1.84

Mangold, F. (2024). Improving media trust re-
search through better measurement: An item
response theory perspective. Journal of Trust
Research, 14(1), 8-38. https://doi.org/10.1080/
21515581.2023.2229791

Mangold, E, Wieland, M., Stier, S., & Otto, L.
(2023). Neue Infrastrukturen fiir die Messung
digitaler Mediennutzung. Publizistik, 68(2),
263-280. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-023-
00804-9

Marsh, H.W., Hau, K.-T., & Wen, Z. (2004). In
Search of Golden Rules: Comment on Hy-
pothesis-Testing Approaches to Setting Cutoff
Values for Fit Indexes and Dangers in Over-
generalizing Hu and Bentler’s (1999) Find-
ings. Structural Equation Modeling: A Multi-
disciplinary Journal, 11(3), 320-341. https://
doi.org/10.1207/s15328007sem1103_2

Muck, P.M., Hell, B., & Gosling, S.D. (2007). Con-
struct validation of a short five-factor model
instrument. European Journal of Psycholog-
ical Assessment, 23(3), 166-175. https://doi.
0rg/10.1027/1015-5759.23.3.166

Nabi, R. (2002). Anger, fear, uncertainty, and atti-
tudes: A test of the cognitive-functional mod-
el. Communication Monographs, 69(3), 204-
216. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637750216541

NiefSen, D., Beierlein, C., Rammstedt, B., &
Lechner, C.M. (2020). An English-language
adaptation of the Interpersonal Trust Short
Scale (KUSIV3). Measurement Instruments
for the Social Sciences, 2(1), 10. https://doi.
0rg/10.1186/s42409-020-00016-1

Otto, L. P. (2018). Beyond simple valence: Discrete
emotions as mediators of political communi-
cation effects on trust in politicians. Studies
in Communication and Media, 7(3), 364-391.
https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2018-3-364

Otto, L. P, Thomas, F,, Maier, M., & Ottenstein, C.
(2020). Only one moment in time? Investi-
gating the dynamic relationship of emotions
and attention toward political information
with mobile experience sampling. Communi-
cation Research, 47(8), 1131-1154. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0093650219872392

Preston, C.C., & Colman, A. M. (2000). Optimal
number of response categories in rating
scales: Reliability, validity, discriminating
power, and respondent preferences. Acta
Psychologica, 104(1), 1-15. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/s0001-6918(99)00050-5

Prochazka, F, & Schweiger, W. (2019). How to
measure generalized trust in news media? An
adaptation and test of scales. Communication
Methods and Measures, 13(1), 26-42. https://
doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2018.1506021

Rammstedt, B., & Beierlein, C. (2014). Can’twe
make it any shorter?: The limits of personal-
ity assessment and ways to overcome them.
Journal of Individual Differences, 35, 212-220.
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000141

Rammstedt, B., & John, O.P. (2007). Measuring
personality in one minute or less: A 10-item
short version of the Big Five Inventory in
English and German. Journal of Research
in Personality, 41(1), 203-212. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.jrp.2006.02.001

Rosaen, S.F, & Dibble, J. L. (2017). The impact
of viewer perceptions of media personae
and viewer characteristics on the strength,
enjoyment, and satisfaction of parasocial
relationships. Communication Studies, 68(1),
1-21. https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2016.
1240701

Rubin, A.M., & Perse, E. M. (1987). Audience
activity and soap opera involvement. A uses
and effects investigation. Human Communi-
cation Research, 14(2), 246-268. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1987.tb00129.x


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2018.98126
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.1
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.1
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-2241.4.2.73
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-2241.4.2.73
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.4.1.84
https://doi.org/10.1080/21515581.2023.2229791
https://doi.org/10.1080/21515581.2023.2229791
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-023-00804-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-023-00804-9
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15328007sem1103_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15328007sem1103_2
https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759.23.3.166
https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759.23.3.166
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637750216541
https://doi.org/10.1186/s42409-020-00016-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s42409-020-00016-1
https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2018-3-364
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650219872392
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650219872392
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0001-6918(99)00050-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0001-6918(99)00050-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2018.1506021
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2018.1506021
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000141
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2006.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2006.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2016.1240701
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2016.1240701
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1987.tb00129.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1987.tb00129.x

Mori et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1(2026), pp. 7-27 27

Rubin, A.M., Perse, E. M., & Powell, R. A. (1985).
Loneliness, parasocial interaction, and local
television news viewing. Human Communi-
cation Research, 12(2), 155-180. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1985.tb00071.x

Schermelleh-Engel, K., Moosbrugger, H., & Miiller,
H. (2003). Evaluating the fit of structural
equation models: Tests of significance and
descriptive goodness-of-fit measures. Meth-
ods of Psychological Research Online, 8(2),
23-74. https://doi.org/10.23668/psychar-
chives.12784

Schramm, H., & Hartmann, T. (2008). The PSI-Pro-
cess Scales. A new measure to assess the
intensity and breadth of parasocial processes.
Communications, 33(4), 385-401. https://doi.
org/10.1515/COMM.2008.025

Slater, M. D. (2007). Reinforcing spirals: The
mutual influence of media selectivity and
media effects and their impact on individual
behavior and social identity. Communi-
cation Theory, 17(3), 281-303. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2007.00296.x

Strombéck, J., Tsfati, Y., Boomgaarden, H., Damst-
ra, A., Lindgren, E., Vliegenthart, R., & Lind-
holm, T. (2020). News media trust and its
impact on media use: Toward a framework
for future research. Annals of the Interna-
tional Communication Association, 44(2),
139-156. https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2
020.1755338

Tukachinsky Forster, R. (Ed.). (2023). Introduc-
tion: A look forward on parasocial experi-
ence research. In The Oxford handbook of
parasocial experiences (pp. 1-10). Oxford
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780197650677.002.0100

Tukachinsky Forster, R., & Click, M. A. (2023).
Beyond friendship: A call for research on
non-amicable parasocial relationships.

In R. Tukachinsky Forster (Ed.), The Oxford
handbook of parasocial experiences (pp. 375-
392). Oxford University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.17

Tukachinsky, R. (2011). Para-romantic love and
para-friendships: Development and assess-
ment of a multiple-parasocial relationships
scale. American Journal of Media Psychology,
3(1/2), 73-94.

US Census Bureau. (2024). United States Census
Bureau. Retrieved March 5, 2024, from Cen-
sus.gov website: https://www.census.gov/
en.html

van Harreveld, F,, Nohlen, H. U., & Schneider, I. K.
(2015). The ABC of ambivalence: Affective,
behavioral, and cognitive consequenc-
es of attitudinal conflict. In J. M. Olson &

M. P. Zanna (Eds.), Advances in experimental
social psychology (Vol. 52, pp. 285-324).
Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/
bs.aesp.2015.01.002

Weng, L.-J. (2004). Impact of the number of
response categories and anchor labels
on coefficient alpha and test-retest re-
liability. Educational and Psychological
Measurement, 64(6), 956-972. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0013164404268674

Wirz, D.S., Mori, M., Ort, A., Cordeiro, J. A., Castro,
D., & Fahr, A. (2023). The more you watch,
the more you get? Re-examining the effects
of binge-watching on entertainment experi-
ences. Journal of Media Psychology: Theories,
Methods, and Applications, 35(2), 99. https://
psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1027/1864-1105/
2000355

Worthington, R. L., & Whittaker, T. A. (2006). Scale
development research: A content analysis
and recommendations for best practices.

The Counseling Psychologist, 34(6), 806-838.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000006288127

Yale, R.N., Jensen, J. D., Carcioppolo, N., Sun, Y.,

& Liu, M. (2015). Examining first- and sec-
ond-order factor structures for news credibil-
ity. Communication Methods and Measures,
9(3), 152-169. https://doi.org/10.1080/193124
58.2015.1061652

Yang, J., Tang, J., & Zhang, L. (2022). How nostalgic
taste on the screen stimulates the consump-
tion of time-honoured restaurants: The medi-
ation role of parasocial interaction. Frontiers
in Psychology, 13. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.1062315

Ziegler, M., Kemper, C.]J., & Kruyen, P. (2014).
Short scales - Five misunderstandings and

ways to overcome them. Journal of Individ-
ual Differences, 35(4), 185-189. https://doi.
org/10.1027/1614-0001/2000148


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1985.tb00071.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1985.tb00071.x
https://doi.org/10.23668/psycharchives.12784
https://doi.org/10.23668/psycharchives.12784
https://doi.org/10.1515/COMM.2008.025
https://doi.org/10.1515/COMM.2008.025
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2007.00296.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2007.00296.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2020.1755338
https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2020.1755338
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.002.0100
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.002.0100
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.17
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197650677.013.17
http://Census.gov
http://Census.gov
https://www.census.gov/en.html
https://www.census.gov/en.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2015.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2015.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164404268674
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164404268674
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1027/1864-1105/a000355
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1027/1864-1105/a000355
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1027/1864-1105/a000355
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000006288127
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2015.1061652
https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2015.1061652
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1062315
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1062315
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000148
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000148




Neisino

Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1(2026), pp. 29-47

“1 love it when you tell me about your weekend, Mr. President”:
A qualitative study of the reception of personalized political
communication on social media

Esteban Courbet, University of Fribourg, Department of Communication and Media Research,
Switzerland and Paris-Panthéon-Assas University, Centre d'analyse et de recherche
interdisciplinaires sur les médias, France

esteban.courbet@unifr.ch

Abstract

The personalization of political communication has intensified in recent years, particularly on social me-
dia, where politicians increasingly expose their personal lives. This development raises questions about its
democratic implications and makes it necessary to analyze how citizens receive and process such content.
However, reception studies in this field rarely simultaneously consider socio-cognitive processing, the af-
fective evaluations that may result from it, and interindividual differences. Based on thirty semi-structured
interviews conducted in France, the findings highlight a three-step process of reception: reaction to per-
sonalized political content, reaction to the encouragement to establish a parasocial relationship, and, finally,
the evaluation of the politician. Additionally, the study identifies three categories of receivers, differentiated
by the degree of sacralization attributed to the political function. Affective receivers mainly rely on heuristic
processing, accept personalization, and integrate it positively into their evaluations. Indifferent receivers
favor central processing based on political arguments and distance themselves from personalization. Insti-
tutional receivers combine central and heuristic processing but reject personalization, which they perceive
as a devaluation of the political function. By emphasizing the diversity of reception processes, this research
invites a nuanced interpretation of the links between personalized political communication on social media

and democracy.

Keywords

political communication, personalization, media reception, information processing, evaluation, social psy-

chology, parasocial relationships

1 Introduction

Although politics has historically been cen-
tered on parties, it now grants central impor-
tance to politicians as individuals, especially
in political communication (Rahat & Kenig,
2018). This phenomenon, referred to as the
“personalization of politics,” consists of a shift
in “media attention” from parties to politi-
cians and their personal attributes (Rahat
& Sheafer, 2007). This trend is particularly
pronounced in the context of digital strategies
and the rise of social media (Benmoussa
& Pélissier, 2024; Wurst et al., 2022).
Personalization unfolds in two dimen-
sions: “individualization,” which refers to
the concentration of attention on politicians
taken individually, to the detriment of parties
and institutions (Van Aelst, Sheafer & Stanyer,
2012), and “privatization,” which refers to the

exposure of their private lives (Rahat & Sheaf-
er, 2007). This shift is especially observed on
social media, where politicians themselves
disseminate their communication content
(Maarek & Pélissier, 2024), bypassing tradi-
tional media. As aresult, by placing politicians
at the center of the content, personalization
makes certain elements such as facial expres-
sions more visible and may foster a sense of
proximity (Lindholm et al., 2020). Social me-
dia thus disrupt the codes of political commu-
nication and introduce new formats, content,
registers, and modalities of interaction with
receivers (Balmas et al., 2012). Parmelee et al.
(2023) show, for example, that some receivers
explicitly seek out and value content related
to politicians’ private lives and emotional ex-
pression.

This evolution has major democratic im-
plications. Several studies highlight that po-
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litical personalization, particularly on social
media, tends to weaken substantive debate,
reduce content related to ideas and policy
platforms, and reinforce logics of self-presen-
tation to the detriment of democratic debate
(Adam & Maier, 2010; Hameleers et al., 2024).

However, citizens are central to democ-
racy: they are the ones who give meaning
to content and evaluate politicians, notably
before voting. Thus, to better understand the
possibly problematic links between the per-
sonalization of political communication and
democracy, it is necessary to examine the
way in which (1) this content is received and
processed by citizens and (2) the evaluations
of politicians that result from it. Yet most ex-
isting studies focus on politicians’ discourses
or strategies, particularly during election pe-
riods (Klinger et al., 2025). Reception is less
systematically examined. However, receivers
are cognitively active: they interpret, select,
or reject content depending on individual
characteristics or their expectations (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986). Understanding the recep-
tion of political communication is therefore
essential.

The few studies that do address this top-
ic offer diverse findings. For example, Giger
et al. (2021) show that certain receivers turn
away from personalized content, preferring
content centered on political positions. Con-
versely, Kruikemeier et al. (2013) show that
personalization can strengthen citizens’ po-
litical engagement. Furthermore, Lee and
Oh (2012) find that personalization increases
recognition, perceived intimacy, and positive
evaluations of politicians. Meeks (2017) also
observes animprovementin the perception of
certain traits of the politician, such aslikeabil-
ity, agentic traits, and competence. Rohrbach
et al. (2022) specify that these perceptions
vary according to the gender of the politician.

Existing research thus helps to better un-
derstand certain specific aspects of the recep-
tion of personalized content on social media.
However, to our knowledge, few studies ana-
lyze in detail the socio-cognitive processing
involved. Moreover, the ways of processing
political content and evaluating politicians
vary from one individual to another (Zaller,
1992). There is therefore a lack of research ad-
dressing the main interindividual differences
in processes of reception.

As a result, the present study seeks to
fill this gap by addressing two main research
questions: how is personalized political con-
tent on social media generally received and
processed, particularly taking into account
differences between individuals? Based on
this content, how are politicians evaluated ?

This study, conducted in a French con-
text, aims to answer these questions using
semi-structured interviews (n=30). This ar-
ticle is organized into three parts. The first
part presents the theoretical framework mo-
bilized. The second part outlines the method-
ology and then the empirical results. Finally,
the last part discusses these results and indi-
cates the limitations and new perspectives for
future research.

2 Theoretical background and
research questions

2.1 Reception and processing of political
content

In media reception studies, the processing of
political content can be approached through
two socio-cognitive models: the Elaboration
Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986) and the Heuristic-Systematic Model
(HSM) (Chaiken, 1980).

According to the ELM, two routes of con-
tent processing are possible. On the one hand,
the central route is taken when the receiver is
motivated and has sufficient cognitive capac-
ity to engage in elaborate processing of infor-
mation, more specifically, the arguments. In
this model, there are determinants of this mo-
tivation, which vary between individuals. For
example, a particular belief or value may de-
termine an individual’s motivation to engage
in central processing of the content (e.g., po-
litical interest). On the other hand, the pe-
ripheral route is taken when the receiver is not
motivated to process the information or does
not have the capacity to do so. Peripheral ele-
ments, thatis, those notrelated to argumenta-
tive content, are then taken into account in-
stead of engaging in central processing of the
information (e.g., politicians’ personal attri-
butes such as perceived likability or physical
attractiveness ). This corresponds to less elab-
orate processing. In a complementary way,
Chaiken’s (1980) Heuristic-Systematic Model
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(HSM) also suggests that receivers rely on
simplified processing when they lack the mo-
tivation or capacity to process information in
detail. Receivers then engage in heuristic pro-
cessing, which is relatively short, to evaluate
information. This type of processing relies on
heuristics, that is, simple and fast rules for de-
cision and evaluation. Conversely, systematic
processing corresponds to a more thorough
and longer elaboration of information. For in-
stance, individuals connect several elements
from the message and analyze the relevance
or validity of the information they use to form
their evaluation.

Research drawing on these models also
examines affective components, such as the
affective evaluation that may result from pro-
cessing. The ELM, for example, posits that af-
fect can serve as a persuasive argument or
a peripheral element (Petty et al., 1988). Re-
ceivers may then experience favorable or un-
favorable affects toward politicians, thereby
orienting their evaluations accordingly.

In this context, the personalization of
content on social media plays a decisive role
in reception by promoting the construction
of parasocial relationships (PSR) between
receivers and politicians (Hakim, 2019). PSR
refer to a type of one-sided social relationship,
positive or negative, that an individual main-
tains with a public or media figure. Although
receivers do not personally know these fig-
ures, the connections they establish are simi-
lar to those in offline social life. For instance,
they may appreciate, reject, or trust them
(Giles & Stever, 2024). Cohen and Holbert
(2021) show that PSR also apply to politicians,
constituting a powerful predictor of receivers’
feelings toward them. Hakim (2019) shows
that, overall, the reception of personalized
political content often leads to a positive PSR.
This leads to a better evaluation of politicians
(McGregor, 2018) and influences expressed
support as well as voting intentions (Thorson
& Rodgers, 2006). This relationship then mod-
ifies the processing of content (Lee & Shin,
2012), particularly by reinforcing attachment
to politicians who share similar opinions with
receivers.

While these studies help to better under-
stand the reception and processing of person-
alized political content, they remain focused
on general approaches. They do not explore

the diversity of reception processes. However,
the ELM and HSM models show that not all
receivers mobilize the same resources to pro-
cess information. Moreover, political content
is not received in a uniform way. It is there-
fore relevant to examine the diversity in how
personalized political content is received and
processed according to the receivers. It is also
important to identify the individual charac-
teristics likely to guide them. Two specific re-
search questions are therefore raised:

> RQ1: How do the socio-cognitive reception
and processing of personalized political
content on social media vary across receiv-
ers?

> RQ2: Which individual characteristic(s)
guide the reception and processing of per-
sonalized political content on social me-
dia?

The theoretical frameworks used so far ex-
plain how information is received and pro-
cessed. However, they remain imprecise re-
garding the criteria considered by receivers
when forming their evaluations of politicians
in reception contexts. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to draw on a second body of literature
that focuses on the evaluation criteria and the
ways in which they are organized in the eval-
uation of politicians.

2.2 The evaluation of politicians

The evaluation of politicians is based on dif-
ferent criteria studied in the literature on
source effects (Wilson & Sherrell, 1993). These
criteria can be grouped into three broad cat-
egories, corresponding here to the attributes
of politicians. First, the cognitive attributes,
which include competence, expertise, credi-
bility, and leadership (Kinder, 1986). Second,
moral attributes such as integrity (Pancer
et al., 1999) are essential for evaluating how
trustworthy the politician is. Finally, more
affective attributes, such as perceived attrac-
tiveness, appearance, charisma, and warmth
(Laustsen & Bor, 2017), also play an important
role in the evaluation of politicians.

However, the literature on source effects
does not explain how these different criteria
are articulated in the overall evaluation of
a politician. The theory of information inte-
gration proposed by Anderson (1971) address-
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es this limitation. It models the combination
of positive and negative attributes by adding
them or calculating their average, in order
to produce a global evaluation of the politi-
cian. Each attribute is thus assigned a relative
weight, depending on the individual, its im-
portance, and the context.! Although Ander-
son adopts a quantitative approach based on
numerical indicators, his theory can none-
theless serve as a framework for qualitative
research. From this perspective, it is possible
to examine how individuals combine differ-
ent attributes based on their own judgments.
These judgments can be expressed in natural
language, through formulations such as “very
important” or “strongly rejected,” making it
possible to understand how receivers priori-
tize the evaluation criteria they use.

Moreover, in the context of social me-
dia, the personalization of political content
modifies the modalities of evaluating politi-
cians. By placing greater emphasis on their
personal lives, emotions, or individual traits,
this content shifts attention toward more sub-
jective, relational, or affective criteria (Lee &
Oh, 2012). It therefore becomes necessary
to better understand how receivers evaluate
politicians in reception contexts. This leads to
a third research question:

> RQ3: In the context of receiving and pro-
cessing personalized political content on
social media, how does the process of eval-
uating politicians unfold? Do these evalu-
ations vary according to the receivers, and
if so, in what way?

3 Methodology

With the objective of better understanding
how individuals receive and process political
content and how they evaluate politicians,
semi-structured interviews constitute a rele-
vant methodological choice. This method is
appropriate for accessing respondents’ rep-

1 For example, a receiver may assign a subjective
value of +3 to sincerity, +2 to competence, and
-1 to arrogance. By adding these values, the
overall evaluation would be +4; by calculating
the average, it would be +1.33. This model thus
shows that the addition of a less prominent at-
tribute can nuance the overall evaluation.

resentations, their lived experiences, and the
meanings they attribute to them (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2015). It allows for a better under-
standing of how they interpret the content in
a general way and how they justify their inter-
pretations. As a result, thirty French individu-
als were interviewed. The number of inter-
views is consistent with scientific standards in
qualitative research (Guest et al., 2006). Re-
spondents were recruited through snowball
sampling, a procedure particularly suited to
research on potentially sensitive topics (At-
kinson & Flint, 2001), such as political opin-
ions and ideas. The first respondents were re-
cruited via the researcher’s interpersonal
network and subsequently recommended
other individuals.

The profiles of the respondents (Table 1)
are diverse in terms of sex, age, socio-profes-
sional categories, and location. Among them
are six students, sixteen employed individu-
als, four retirees, and four unemployed indi-
viduals. The respondents include sixteen men
and fourteen women, as well as fourteen rural
residents and sixteen urban residents. The av-
erage age is thirty-nine years, and all reside in
France, in different geographic areas. The av-
erage duration of interviews was 64 minutes
(minimum: 28 minutes; maximum: 180 min-
utes). The saturation point of the study was
reached at the 24th interview.

The study was conducted between Jan-
uary 20, 2024, and March 4, 2025. Interviews
were conducted in-person, face-to-face, us-
ing an interview guide organized around five
main themes: social, cognitive, and affective
representations that respondents hold of so-
cial media and politics in general (part 1);
perceived roles of social media in poli-
tics (part2); personalization of politicians
(part3); evaluation of politicians (part4);
and the relationship between politicians and
individuals (part 5). The interview guide was
initially designed based on the literature on
political personalization. It was tested and
adjusted after eight exploratory interviews.?
These preliminary interviews made it pos-
sible to identify recurring themes and com-
monalities in the respondents’ discourse.
They were then used to structure and refine
the final version of the interview guide. It was

2 Notincluded in the final analysis.
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Table 1:  Interview respondents

Interviews SpC* Gender Age Location Political vote** Duration of interviews
11 Working Woman b5y Rural 2 55 min
12 Student Man 22y Urban 1 113 min
13 Retiree Woman 62y Rural 2 84 min
14 Working Man 36y Urban 1 45 min
15 Working Woman 35y Urban 2 65 min
16 Student Woman 19y Rural 2 70 min
17 Working Man 21y Urban 2 80 min
18 Unemployed Man 24y Urban 1 65 min
19 Working Man Bly Rural Not expressed 29 min
110 Student Man 22y Urban 1 83 min
M Working Man 27y Urban 2 100 min
112 Working Man 5y Urban Not voted 180 min
113 Unemployed Man 23y Rural 3 70 min
14 Retiree Man 64y Rural 2 55 min
115 Student Woman 24y Urban 1 89 min
116 Working Woman 42y Rural 2 55 min
117 Retiree Man 83y Rural 3 50 min
118 Working Man 24y Urban 1 60 min
119 Student Woman 19y Urban 3 55 min
120 Unemployed Man 45y Rural 3 35 min
121 Working Man Ay Rural Blank vote 45 min
122 Working Woman 22y Urban 1 54 min
123 Unemployed Woman 33y Rural 3 28 min
124 Working Woman 5y Rural 3 74 min
125 Retiree Man 64y Rural 3 28 min
126 Working Man 58y Urban 2 40 min
127 Working Woman 29y Urban 2 57 min
128 Working Woman 22y Rural Blank vote 41 min
129 Student Woman 2ly Urban 2 64 min
130 Working Woman 56y Urban 2 37 min

Note: *Socio-Professional Categories; **1=liberal-progressive bloc; 2=green-social bloc; 3=nationalist-patriotic bloc (Cagé & Piketty, 2025).



34 Courbet / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1(2026), pp. 29-47

therefore designed to analyze both general
representations and concrete examples de-
scribed by respondents. This made it possible
to examine how they retrospectively account
for their processing of personalized political
content.

To facilitate respondents’ understanding,
examples of personalized content on social
media were presented at the beginning of
each interview (see supplementary material).
These consisted of video excerpts from You-
Tube, Instagram, and TikTok. These three so-
cial media platforms were selected because
they strongly emphasize “visual” content,
thereby enabling personalized communica-
tion (Parmelee et al., 2023). The images
shown featured politicians from the three
main political blocs in France: theliberal-pro-
gressive bloc, the nationalist-patriotic bloc,
and the green-social bloc (Cagé & Piketty,
2025), each in a context of personalization.
Three images illustrated the “privatization”
dimension, and three illustrated “individual-
ization.” During the interviews, no questions
were asked about these examples; they were
used only as illustrations.

After obtaining respondents’ informed
consent, the interviews were systematically
audio-recorded in compliance with the World
Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki
(World Medical Association, 2001) and the
European General Data Protection Regula-
tion. The interviews were then anonymized
and transcribed.

A manual thematic content analysis was
conducted horizontally across all interviews,
based on the frequency of occurrence of the
identified elements. The objective was to
identify themes and sub-themes shared
across the interviews, as well as differences
between them.

In the interviews, heuristic processing
was identified through brief discourse, such
as short and underdeveloped explanations,
relying on simple rules of decision and eval-
uation (Chaiken & Ledgerwood, 2012). Con-
versely, systematic processing was identified
through more elaborate and longer state-
ments, for example, including comparisons or
links between different pieces of information.

In a second step, an analysis was con-
ducted to identify reception profiles based
on the evaluation criteria presented in the

Results section (Section 4.1). The interviews
were compared according to the relative im-
portance attributed to these criteria by iden-
tifying the hierarchy expressed, in line with
Anderson (1971), and by verifying its con-
sistency within each interview. Categories
were then identified inductively when stable
profiles emerged across the interviews. The
corpus was then reread to confirm the attri-
butions and to examine less clearly defined
cases. Finally, within a participant validation
approach (member checking; Motulsky,
2021), the internal validity of the analysis was
strengthened. For 27 respondents, a summary
of the results was shared with them. It pre-
sented the evaluation criteria identified in the
results, the overall categorization proposed,
as well as the main elements of the evaluation
process reconstructed from their statements.
They were invited to position themselves re-
garding the category they had been assigned
to and to indicate whether this interpretation
faithfully reflected what they had expressed.
All 27 respondents validated this interpreta-
tion.

4 Results

The criteria used to evaluate politicians and
the three categories of receivers are presented
first. Then, the reception and processing of
political content on social media is analyzed
for each category of receivers.

Before presenting the significant find-
ings, it is important to note that receivers
spontaneously perceive the trend toward per-
sonalizing politicians on social media:

Politicians have understood that they need to be
close. They show themselves athome, in their pri-
vate lives. So it’s immediate, and there’s no filter.
(112)

According to the receivers, through this per-
sonalized content, there is an attempt to cre-
ate an “emotional relationship” (113) (which
corresponds theoretically to PSR), allowing
politicians to “get closer to the people” (119):

You get the impression that they're your buddies,
thatyou know them really well, even though that’s
notactually the case. (113)
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I don’tknow if it’s intentional on their part, but it
feels like they want us to see them as people who
are close to us, almost like friends. (129)

Overall, respondents most often refer to per-
sonalization through examples of privatiza-
tion. Individualization emerges more indirect-
ly, through discourse centered onthe politician
and their attributes rather than on parties.
When possible, the results specify the dimen-
sion concerned and use “personalization”
when the attribution is not unambiguous.

4.1 The evaluation criteria of politicians

and the three categories of receivers
The results show that three criteria are used by
all receivers to evaluate politicians in general.
However, these evaluation criteria hold differ-
ent levels of importance depending on the
receivers, in line with Anderson’s theory
(1971):

Evaluation criterion A: The receiver’srep-
resentation of the political function, and the
values it should embody in society, particu-
larly in terms of sacralization. Sacralization
refers to an individual’s belief that the political
function holds a symbolic value of varying in-
tensity. As such, the political function should
be protected from any form of trivialization or
overly personal staging.

Evaluation criterion B: The receiver’s rep-
resentation of the politician’s personal attri-
butes (their likeability, proximity, appear-
ance) and their political attributes (their
ideas, competence, credibility).

Evaluation criterion C: The receiver’s
representation of the relationship with the

Figure 1:

politician. Theoretically, this corresponds to
the parasocial relationship (PSR).

By comparing the relative importance
attributed to these three criteria across in-
terviews, three categories of receivers were
inductively identified. Interestingly, these
categories do not correspond to the socio-
demographic variables traditionally used in
the literature to classify citizens. They are not
based on the five criteria used here to describe
the respondents: age, gender, socio-profes-
sional category, location, and especially vote
choice. Political ideology also does not func-
tion as a categorization criterion in the results.
Instead, the three categories reflect distinct
processes of reception, as well as distinct ways
of processing personalized political content.
(See Figure 1)

The Affective receivers (1) have a low lev-
el of sacralization of the political function
(criterion A), place positive value on politi-
cians’ personal attributes in their evaluation
(criterion B), and accept establishing an af-
fective relationship with them (criterion C).
In contrast, the Indifferent receivers (2) have
amoderate level of sacralization of the politi-
cal function (criterion A), place little value on
politicians’ personal attributes in their evalu-
ation (criterion B), and do not engage in the
affective relationship proposed by the politi-
cians (criterion C). Finally, the Institutional
receivers (3) have a high level of sacralization
of the political function (criterion A), place
negative value on politicians’ personal attri-
butes in their evaluation (criterion B), and
refuse to establish any affective relationship
with them (criterion C).

Categorization of receivers based on the importance given to each evaluation criterion

Evaluation criterion A
Representation of the
political function

Evaluation criterion B: Evaluation criterion C:
Representation of the Representation of the

politician’s attributes relationship with the politician

| |

They have a low level
of sacralization of the

Affective receivers

They place positive value They accept establishing
on the politicians’ an affective relationship

political function
|

personal attributes with the politician
I I

They have a moderate
level of sacralization of

Indifferent receivers

They place little value They are uninterested in
on the politicians’ establishing an affective

the political function
I

personal attributes relationship with the politician
I I

|
They have a high level of
sacralization of the political
function

Institutional receivers

They place negative value They refuse establishing
on the politicians’ any affective relationship
personal attributes with the politician

I I
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The results thus highlight three distinct
categories of receivers, each characterized by
a specific way of receiving and processing po-
litical content.

4.2 Reception and processing of
personalized political content by
the Affective receivers

Among the receivers in this category, pre-
dominantly heuristic processing is observed,
that is, based on cognitive shortcuts. The con-
tent analysis notably shows the presence of
shortand rapid decision and evaluation rules.
Politicians are evaluated quickly, without any
real in-depth analysis of the arguments. These
receivers rely on immediately accessible per-
ceptions, such as the sympathy they feel to-
ward the politician or a sense of proximity.
This approach results in a strong sensitivity to
personalization, particularly privatization, in
political content on social media. They place
great importance on perceptions of “human-
ity” (I18) or “authenticity” (I15). They also
tend to value the positive affect elicited by this
content, which reinforces their parasocial re-
lationship with the politician.

Criterion A: Non-sacralization of the political
function

The Affective receivers do not sacralize the po-
litical function and therefore accept seeing
politicians in a context of privatization.

In France, there is a sacralization of the presiden-
tial figure, and it's something I don’t necessarily
appreciate. (17)

This absence of sacralization allows these re-
ceivers to feel a greater sense of proximity to
politicians, and they value seeing them in less
formal and more “authentic” (I110) contexts.

Yeah, it’s true, they’re more human. I feel a pleas-
ant emotion toward them. (110)

We see their private life, so it makes them seem
nice. (I15)

The privatization of political content is there-
fore perceived as positive, because it “human-
izes” (I18) politicians and enables better
comparison with them, contributing to
a more accessible and “familiar” (119) vision
of politics.

Criterion B: Positive representations of
politicians

For this category of receivers, the privatization
of political content on social media fosters
perceived sympathy.

It makes them seem nice because we see them in

an informal context. (113)

Moreover, privatization also enhances the
perceived proximity to the politician.

Before, there was a gap between the politician
and the population, whereas now, I think there’s
abalance. (118)

The results presented indicate that privatiza-
tion is associated with more positive evalua-
tions through two criteria: perceived sympa-
thy and perceived proximity. Moreover,
according to this category of receivers, politi-
cians appear more human in aless formal set-
ting, which encourages less serious and more
relaxed expressions.

Criterion C: Positive PSR through a process

of self-comparison

The results show that Affective receivers feel as
though they are creating a positive PSR with
politicians through social media, even though
they have never directly interacted with them.

You feel like you're friends with them. (I113)

For example, Macron likes Olympique de Mar-
seille (a football club), and so do I. I tell myself,
“This guy’s cool, he’s my buddy”. (18)

The privatization of political communication
on social media enables a positive compari-
son with politicians, facilitating the creation
of this affective relationship. This category of
receivers therefore responds positively to pri-
vatization and accepts changes to their rep-
resentation of the politician who communi-
cates.

Moreover, for these receivers, social me-
dia allow greater interaction with users than
traditional media, and thus a greater sense of
proximity.

I'd say that, compared to previous media, it brings
us closer to who they are [...] I think it actually
reveals them much more than older media. (115)
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And it’s shorter and more interactive. You can
comment; there’s less of a fourth wall compared
to TV. (119)

Additionally, the results show that through
the privatization of political content on social
media, these receivers compare themselves
more to politicians.

When I think that Emmanuel Macron knows “Le
Chant des partisans” by heart (a French song),
I feel like we share something with Emmanuel
Macron [...] It's extremely effective. (12)

These receivers base their political preferenc-
es on their personal experiences, placing par-
ticular importance on the alignmentbetween
their perceived self and that of the politicians.

When he supports the same team as you, you tell
yourself, “Ah, actually, this guy is like us.” (I18)

Social media thus highlights what politicians
like or don’t like, enabling a better evaluation
of their individual particularities.

It feels like they (politicians) resemble us. (119)

You see them behind the scenes, you see them re-
hearsing, stressing out. They're nicer. I can identi-
fy with them. (110)

It is possible to hypothesize that the nature of
the contentshared on social mediainfluences
the degree to which receivers compare them-
selves to politicians. If privatization and the
process of making the politician appear “inti-
mate” are strong, then the comparison will be
more effective (but only among those who
accept privatization and still under the same
conditions related to personal attributes, ide-
as, etc.).

4.3 Reception and processing of
personalized political content by
the Indifferent receivers
Since receivers in this category are generally
interested in politics, they tend to engage in
central processing. They evaluate the “ra-
tionality and relevance” (I11) of arguments
rather than focusing on formal aspects. With-
out explicitly rejecting them, the Indifferent
receivers are not particularly receptive to
non-political or “emotional” (I126) content

designed to foster a sense of proximity with
the politician.

Criterion A: Critical reaction toward the
representation of the political function

The Indifferent receivers express a rather crit-
ical reaction to the personalization of politi-
cal content. Although they have a moderate
level of sacralization of the political function,
they do not particularly appreciate privati-
zation-related content. According to them, it
adds no real value to the “substance” (116) of
political discourse. Privatization is perceived
as an obstacle to understanding real political
issues, as it prioritizes “form” and “staging”
(127) over “ideas” and “policy platforms” (117).

Irarely vote for a person, only for ideas. (126)

I don’t think it’s great. Some people will vote for
them justbecause they show their private life, etc.
Personally, I don’t care. I only vote based on the
policy platform. (127)

They do not expect politicians to highlight
their personal attributes; it simply does not
interest them.

Idon’tsee whyIshould care about what the Presi-
dent doesinhis privatelife.Idon’t care. He wasn’t
elected for that. (123)

Thus, for the Indifferent receivers, the privatization
of political content on social media is not taken
into account positively in the process of evaluat-
ing politicians.

Criterion B: Negative but non-hostile reaction
to the personalization of political content

For thesereceivers, social media generally en-
courages individualization by shifting atten-
tion toward politicians’ personal attributes
rather than their political ideas, thereby dis-
torting their evaluation.

It depoliticizes their candidacy, and I think that’s
harmful to the electoral process. (12)

Within this category, receivers are relatively
uninterested in the individualization of polit-
ical content. They do not take individualiza-
tion-related criteria into account when evalu-
ating politicians. However, they believe it
contributes to the “depoliticization” (12) of
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the political sphere, which prevents a “ration-
al” (I11) construction of the politician’s rep-
resentation.

We need someone who can lead the country and
make good decisions, not a buddy. (127)

We need to be careful with communication strat-
egies that depoliticize discourse and sometimes
provide inauthentic motivations for voting. (12)

For the Indifferent receivers, this “staging”
(127) on social media does not alter their rep-
resentation of politicians. They remain unin-
terested and stick to their beliefs. Indeed, they
already hold strong attitudes (in the sense of
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). This means they eval-
uate political content primarily through the
lens of their preexisting ideas and convictions.

It doesn’t change the image I have of them. I have
a certain opinion about a politician and seeing
them (on social media) won't really change that.
(117)

The choice of processing here is linked to the
receiver’s motivation to hold accurate and re-
liable information. The Indifferent receivers
are therefore capable of engaging in highly
elaborate processing of political content.

Criterion C: Lack of interest in positive PSR
Within this category, receivers are uninterest-
ed in the politician’s personal attributes. They
also express a lack of interest in developing
a positive parasocial relationship.

At some point, what I expect from a politician
is the policy platform, and that’s it. I don’t care
about the rest. (124)

Actually, I don’t elect a person. What matters to
me are the ideas in the policy platform, the im-
plementation. [...] They’re not my friends. (111)
4.4 Reception and processing of
personalized political content by
the Institutional receivers
The evaluation of political contentis primarily
based on central processing. These receivers
favor an in-depth analysis of politicians’ com-
petence and ideas. However, they also mobi-
lize heuristic processing. The content analysis

shows that several decision and evaluation
rules are short and rapid. This is particularly
the case when these receivers rely on criteria
related to sacrality or conformity to institu-
tional norms (such as dignity, respect for tra-
ditions, and conventions associated with the
exercise of power). This allows them to quick-
ly evaluate the credibility of the content. Such
a combination of processing reflects their
preference for political discourse centered on
arguments. It also indicates that Institutional
receivers rely on heuristics to evaluate coher-
ence with their institutional values.

Criterion A: Desacralization of the political
function

The use of social media by politicians is seen
as a factor contributing to the desacralization
of the political sphere. These receivers reject
the personalization of political content, par-
ticularly privatization.

Somewhere, I think it desacralizes the image of
politics. (16)

The negative effects: desacralization, entertain-
ment, and the loss of solemnity in political dis-
course. (112)

For the Institutional receivers, this “denatural-
ization” (114) of politics results in a loss of fo-
cus on real political issues.

But in general, I take a politician who makes vid-
eos on the Internet less seriously. (16)

For these receivers, there is a clear boundary
between what is acceptable or not in political
content on social media. Their rejection is
partly provoked by the fact that politicians
stage their private lives in order to appeal to
voters.

It'sunworthy of a politician. Yeah, there’s a stature
to maintain, and they’re respectingitless and less
to please people. (14)

According to them, politicians should main-
tain a certain stature.

When they speak to the French, they should adopt
acertain stature [...] When you see them on social
media, it kind of breaks that stature. (112)



Courbet / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.1 (2026), pp. 29-47 39

For the Institutional receivers, politicians sim-
ply do not belong on social media.

A Prime Minister, for me, has no place on social
media. (16)

Thus, for this category, social media have
greatly contributed to the desacralization of
politics. The ease of access to political speech
is perceived as contributing to the loss of “sa-
crality” (I14) traditionally associated with
political figures. Politicians are increasingly
presented through privatization, which di-
minishes their “aura of authority” (112) and
their “sacralization” (128).

Criterion B: Loss of credibility in

the representation of the politician

For receivers in this category, the privatiza-
tion of political content on social mediais per-
ceived as a major factor contributing to the
loss of credibility in the representation of pol-
iticians.

It can discredit politicians. And I think most peo-
ple think so too. It leads to a loss of credibility.
(121)

To me, they are not credible at all. They come
across as idiots, they don’t respect the French. It’s
abigjoke. (120)

According to them, the privatization of politi-
cal content on social media even amounts to
a lack of respect and a form of degradation
directed at the French people themselves.

It's just ridiculous. It demeans the French people.
It drags everything down. (114)

Criterion C: Rejection of a positive PSR

For Institutional receivers, personalization on
social media, particularly privatization, is pri-
marily perceived as entertainment. It does not
allow for the creation of a serious and respect-
ful relationship between politicians and re-
ceivers. For this category, such content is in-
compatible with politics.

It’s just entertainment. They are not serious, not
credible. It doesn’t fit with what they are sup-
posed to be. (121)

1 think it's pathetic. We don’t need that (politi-
cians on social media). (19)

Forthesereceivers, the tendency to mix enter-
tainment and politics undermines the clarity
and consistency of the evaluation of the poli-
tician. They also emphasize that this approach
distracts from crucial issues and reduces pol-
iticians to spectacle figures. As a result, their
credibility and the perception of their ability
to handle complex problems are weakened.

Beyond the threat of entertainment and the
perceived influence of new political commu-
nication practices, some Institutional receiv-
ersbelieve that politicians simply do not mas-
ter the proper use of social media. This
reinforces their rejection of personalization.

Because they don’t master the format, because
the format doesn’t suit their messages or the po-
sitions and roles they represent. (122)

The mismatch between social media formats
and political content, along with inappropri-
ate platform use, is seen as a major issue. Re-
ceiversin this categoryreject the personaliza-
tion of political content because it does not
align with their representation of politics. In-
stitutional receivers specifically mention poli-
ticians using inappropriate “filters” on social
media.? According to them, this harms politi-
cians’ representation and the way their con-
tentisreceived. Thelack of control and under-
standing of social media codes often leads to
“irrelevant” (122), or even “counterproduc-
tive” (16) communication.

5 Discussion

This study is based on the premise that, in or-
der to understand the relationship between
the personalization of political communica-
tion on social media and democracy, itis nec-
essary to analyze how this type of content is
received. This research examines socio-cog-
nitive processing and the affective evalua-
tions that result from it, as well as the main

3 A“filter” isaprocess applied to a digital image in
order to alter its appearance or enhance certain
aspects of it, such as beauty filters, filters with
animal faces, and so on.
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Figure 2:
the three receiver categories
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differences in how receivers mobilize them.
The analysis shows that the links between de-
mocracy and personalization are far from
simple or uniform. Individuals adopt different
processes of reception and evaluation of poli-
ticians. Thus, the present research makes
a significant contribution to the literature. It
proposes a categorization into three types of
receivers (Affective, Indifferent, and Institu-
tional), each characterized by a specific re-
ception process. These categories differ ac-
cording to one individual characteristic: the
degree of sacralization attributed to the polit-
ical function. To introduce this categoriza-
tion, the following section first explains the
concept of sacralization of the political func-
tion (1). It is identified as an individual char-
acteristic that guides and structures the re-
ception processes. Then, the second section
discusses the results regarding the three re-
ceiver categories (see Figure 2).

5.1 The sacralization of the political
function: A key individual
characteristic

The results show that all receivers evaluate

politicians through a common process con-

sisting of three identical, hierarchical, and se-
quential steps. This process is primarily cen-

tered on the degree of sacralization of the
political function. Sacralization is an individu-
al beliefthat attributes a symbolic value of var-
ying intensity to the political function, seen as
something that should be more or less protect-
ed from trivialization or overly personal stag-
ing. In the analysis, threelevels of sacralization
are distinguished: low, moderate, and high.

The firststep (1) of the evaluation process
consists of a reaction to the personalization
of politicians, ranging from rejection to ac-
ceptance. This step is shared by all receivers,
but reactions vary depending on their degree
of sacralization of the political function. The
next step (2) concerns the reaction to the
encouragement to establish a positive PSR
with the politician after exposure to personal-
ized political content. This is consistent with
the findings of Hakim (2019) and McGregor
(2018). Depending on the category of receiv-
ers, this reaction also varies from acceptance
torejection. Following these two steps, receiv-
ers form an evaluation of the politician (step
3). According to the degree of sacralization,
this evaluation is either more favorable, less
favorable, or neither more nor less favorable.
(cf. note* Figure 2)

Therefore, the degree of sacralization of
the political function guides and structures:
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(1) reactions to the personalization of political
content, (2) reactions to the encouragement
to establish a positive PSR with the politician,
and (3) the resulting evaluation of the politi-
cian. In line with the ELM model of Petty and
Cacioppo (1986), this study shows that the
degree of sacralization of the political func-
tion guides how receivers engage in central
processing. Accordingly, the sacralization of
the political function should be considered a
structuring characteristic of the relationship
to politics. This belief is still rarely addressed
in the literature in communication studies or
political science. Yet it helps account for the
normative expectations that some receivers
associate with the political function. Sacral-
ization thus serves as a differentiated evalua-
tion criterion through which receivers either
accept or reject forms of personalization in
political communication.

The findings of this study highlight that
the degree of sacralization of the political
function guides whether parasocial relation-
ships in politics are accepted or rejected,
depending on the type of receiver. Political
sacralization thus appears as an addition-
al individual characteristic to those already
identified in the literature, such as political
knowledge, political interest, or ideological
orientation (Zaller, 1992).

Moreover, the current results nuance
the findings of Giger et al. (2021), who high-
light a general preference for content focused
on political positions. As the present study
shows, the acceptance or rejection of person-
alized content depends on the degree of sa-
cralization of the political function.

Additionally, these results complement
those of McGregor (2018). They suggest that
personalization does not systematically lead
to a more favorable evaluation of the politi-
cian. According to the author, the reception
of personalization varies depending on char-
acteristics specific to the politician, such as
their gender and partisan identity. The pres-
ent findings enrich this analysis. They show
that the degree of sacralization of the political
function, specific to the receiver, also con-
stitutes an individual characteristic. It likely
guides and structures both the reception of
political content on social media and the eval-
uation of politicians.

5.2 The categorization of the three types
of receivers according to the degree of
sacralization of the political function

5.2.1 Affective receivers

Affective receivers, who attribute a very low
degree of sacralization to the political func-
tion, react positively to the personalization of
content on social media (step 1). For them,
personalization, and particularly privatiza-
tion, helps increase the perceived sympathy
and proximity of politicians. These findings
are consistent with the work of Ekman and
Widholm (2017). The researchers point out
that this improvement is made possible in
part by the emergence of social media. On
these media, content is managed directly by
the politicians themselves, thereby enabling
direct “interaction” with receivers.

Receivers in this category particularly
value the relationship they can establish with
politicians on social media. This relationship
allows them to discover personal attributes in
a less formal context than traditional media
(step 2). This is consistent with the findings of
Parmelee et al. (2023), who show that some
receivers appreciate “backstage” content and
posts about politicians’ private lives on social
media. In line with Hakim and Liu (2021),
the present results show that some receivers
can establish positive PSRs with politicians
through social media. Moreover, these results
are consistent with the theory proposed by
Gerlitz and Helmond (2013). The researchers
argue that social media “interactions’, such
as likes, emojis, shares, or positive comments,
generate “stronger engagement” than tradi-
tional media used in political communica-
tion, such as television, radio, or newspapers.
However, the present study shows that the
findings of these researchers would only ap-
ply to the Affective receivers.

In addition, when exposed to personal-
ized political content, Affective receivers eval-
uate politicians primarily based on personal
attributes similar to their own. These results
are in line with the conclusions of Caprara
and Zimbardo (2004). These authors show
thatreceivers are more attracted to politicians
whose perceived personal attributes resem-
ble theirs. Receivers tend to favor politicians
whose perceived personality traitsreflectwhat
they consider to be their own traits. However,
these conclusions cannotbe generalized to all
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categories of receivers. They apply specifically
to Affective receivers, for whom proximity and
affective evaluation play a central role.

Affective receivers primarily rely on pe-
ripheral processing based on heuristics
(Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken & Ledgerwood,
2012) to evaluate content and politicians
quickly. They do not engage in detailed anal-
ysis of political arguments. Heuristic process-
ing enables them to evaluate more immedi-
ately, rather than through a detailed analysis
of politicians’ actions or ideological positions.
As a result, the evaluation of the politician’s
communication tends to be “more favorable”
(step 3: resulting evaluation of the politician).

Compared to Institutional receivers, Af-
fective receivers display more ego-centered
discourse. They tend to compare themselves
to the politician as a person. Their evaluation
of personalized political content focuses on
the personal benefits they gain from personal-
ization, especially in terms of perceived prox-
imity and affective evaluation. Their primary
interestliesin the PSR they establish with poli-
ticians. They pay little attention to the broader
implications of the personalization of political
content, whether for society or for public po-
litical debate. Furthermore, compared to the
other categories, Affective receivers are mostly
young to middle-aged (up to approximately
forty years old), are more often from lower
socio-professional categories, and more fre-
quently reside in rural areas. Overall, they
report limited political knowledge and a low
level of interest in politics.

5.2.2 Indifferent receivers

The Indifferent receivers moderately sacralize
the political function. As aresult, this category
generally responds negatively, though not ve-
hemently, to the personalization of political
content on social media (step 1). According to
them, personalization, and particularly pri-
vatization, tends to depoliticize political dis-
course by emphasizing “form” (127) over
“substance” (I16). For the Indifferent receiv-
ers, this encourages a biased evaluation of
politicians. These results are consistent with
those of Giger et al. (2021), who show that per-
sonalized media content tends to “deter” re-
ceivers. This category of receivers prefers pol-
iticians who primarily communicate about
political issues and their policy platforms on

social media. This finding is consistent with
Lindholm et al. (2020), who find that a “pro-
fessional focus” tends to attract more atten-
tion than a “private focus’) notably on Insta-
gram. However, this mainly applies to the
Indifferent receivers, and not to the Affective
receivers.

Moreover, the Indifferent receivers tend to
remain uninterested in the encouragement to
establish a positive PSR with politicians (step
2). They remain primarily focused on the con-
tent of policy platforms and political ideas.
Receivers in this category engage in central
processing to evaluate information (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986). They prioritize the “ratio-
nality and relevance” (111) of political argu-
ments over “presentation style” (I11) or pe-
ripheral elements. This processing, related to
the receiver’s motivation to hold accurate and
reliable information, reflects a resistance to
non-political arguments. Such attitudes play
a significant role in citizens’ evaluations and
behaviors (Luttrell & Sawicki, 2020). Thus, the
results show that for the Indifferent receivers,
the evaluation of the politician who commu-
nicates in a personalized way on social media
is neither “more favorable nor less favorable”
(step 3: resulting evaluation of the politician).

Unlike the Affective receivers, the Indif-
ferent receivers do not engage in egocentric
processing. Instead, they adopt a broader
and more socially oriented perspective. Their
analysis of personalized political content is
guided by concern for its consequences on
society and the quality of public debate. By
focusing on political ideas, policy platforms,
and collective issues, these receivers perceive
politics as a public good. For them, politics
requires a rational and distanced evaluation
of content on social media. In addition, the
Indifferent receivers do not display a distinct
sociodemographic profile within the inter-
viewed population. However, compared with
the other categories, they generally report
a high level of interest in politics, which ap-
pears consistent with their preference for con-
tent grounded in political ideas.

5.2.3 Institutional receivers

The Institutional receivers have a high level of
sacralization of the political function. As a re-
sult, they express a clear rejection of the per-
sonalization, and particularly privatization, of
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political content on social media (step 1). This
personalization is perceived as a factor con-
tributing to the loss of credibility of politi-
cians. It thus contributes to the desacraliza-
tion of their function. Like the Indifferent
receivers, this category primarily evaluates
political content through central processing
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). They prioritize a de-
tailed evaluation of politicians’ competence
and ideas. However, they also engage in heu-
ristic processing. In particular, they use crite-
ria such as the sacralization of the political
function or conformity to institutional norms
to quickly evaluate the credibility of content.

Moreover, the results for this category,
unlike for the other two, are in line with the
work of Langer (2010) and Mercier (2017).
According to them, personalization trivial-
izes and depoliticizes the political sphere,
leading to a decline in the quality of informa-
tion and distracting attention from essential
political issues. Thus, the use of social media
in political contexts can generate a feeling of
exasperation among this category of receiv-
ers. Institutional receivers therefore strongly
reject the establishment of a PSR with those
who are supposed to represent and govern
them (step 2).

For the Institutional receivers, social me-
dia, by facilitating the use of “informal” and
sometimes “inappropriate” (112) formats,
undermine the stature and credibility of pol-
iticians. These receivers reject the blending
of politics and entertainment, which they
perceive as harmful to the quality of political
discourse. These results are consistent with
the critical theory of Young and Gray (2013).
According to these scholars, political enter-
tainment on social media impairs the under-
standing of political information by creating
confusion due to the mixing of genres. How-
ever, in the present study, the conclusions
of Young and Gray (2013) apply only to the
Institutional receivers. Among them, the eval-
uation of the politician tends to be “less fa-
vorable” (step 3: resulting evaluation of the
politician).

Like the Indifferent receivers, the Insti-
tutional receivers are also non-egocentric.
They favor a perspective focused on the so-
cietal consequences of personalization. Their
rejection of personalization is motivated by
a desire to preserve the “sacrality” of politi-

cal institutions and the credibility of the pol-
iticians who embody them. They believe that
politics should primarily follow institutional
and collective norms, and they oppose any-
thing that might undermine its formal charac-
ter. Finally, compared to the other categories,
Institutional receivers tend to be older and
more frequently men. Their profile is mixed
in terms of socio-professional category, which
suggests that this category primarily reflects
a normative and sacralized representation of
the political function rather than a homoge-
neous social position. They generally describe
themselves as politically engaged and report
obtaining political information through chan-
nels other than social media alone.

6 Conclusion

While the personalization of political com-
munication raises numerous democratic con-
cerns, few studies have truly examined how
such content is received. Yet it is the receivers
who give meaningto this content. They are the
ones who evaluate politicians before voting.
This makes it essential to study reception pro-
cesses, as well as socio-cognitive processing
and the affective evaluations that may result
from it. This research is based on thirty
semi-structured interviews with French vot-
ers. Itidentifies three types of receivers differ-
entiated by the degree of sacralization attrib-
uted to the political function, independent of
political ideology. The Affective receivers ac-
cept personalization and value it in their final
evaluation. The Indifferent receivers detach
themselves from it and prioritize political ide-
as. The Institutional receivers reject it, consid-
ering it a devaluation of the political function.
These findings help to better understand the
diversity in how personalized political con-
tent is received and processed, as well as the
subsequent evaluation processes of politi-
cians.

However, this research has some limita-
tions. Firstly, respondents may have formulat-
ed their responses in accordance with social-
ly valued norms, possibly generating a social
desirability bias. In qualitative research, al-
though such bias is relatively accepted, a de-
gree of subjectivity may have guided the anal-
ysis of the results, despite the development of
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a precise theoretical framework. Moreover,
relying on self-reported statements does not
always provide precise access to deep cogni-
tive processes activated during content recep-
tion. Secondly, although respondents have di-
verse profiles, the number of interviews does
not allow the findings to be generalized to all
receivers or to other contexts. In addition, this
study is situated in a French context, which
limits the scope of its conclusions geographi-
cally. Thirdly, an imbalance is observed in the
use of the two dimensions of personalization
in the interview material. Respondents refer
to personalization much more often through
examples of privatization than through exam-
ples clearly attributable to individualization,
which most often emerges only indirectly.
Furthermore, this work does not examine in
detail the differences between formats used
on social media, such as videos, tweets, or
photos. Respondents had varied uses of social
media and were exposed to different media,
making comparative analysis difficult. Nev-
ertheless, this limitation opens new perspec-
tives for future research, such as testing the
reception and processing of different formats
of political content.

Another direction would be to explore in
greater detail the cognitive processes involved
in the reception of personalized political con-
tent. The use of thought-listing or think-aloud
methods (Woelke & Pelzer, 2017) would make
it possible to analyze the reactions elicited by
specific content. These approaches would al-
low for a more precise identification of the
criteria mobilized.

Moreover, certain dimensions deserve
further exploration. In addition to the study of
parasocial relationships, parasocial process-
ing, defined as “the degree to which the indi-
vidual interacts psychologically with a media
character” (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008,
p.388), should be examined in the context of
political communication on social media. Its
three components (cognitive, affective, and
conative) could be analyzed using the scale
developed by Méri et al. (2025). Similarly, the
central individual characteristic identified in
this study, the sacralization of the political
function, could be the subject of more in-
depth conceptual and methodological work.
The aim would be to construct a measure-
ment scale quantitatively validated on a large
sample. Finally, future research could more

clearly distinguish between privatization and
individualization in order to compare their re-
ception and processing more directly.

More broadly, this study helps to better
understand the links between personalized
political communication and democracy. It
shows that receivers are not only cognitively
active but also engage in a diversity of pro-
cessing. These vary according to individual
characteristics, particularly the degree of sa-
cralization attributed to the political function.
This characteristic goes beyond the “usual
suspects” generally controlled for in political
communication research, such as age, gen-
der, or ideology. This study extends the the-
ory of active reception (Chaiken, 1980; Petty
& Cacioppo, 1986) to political communica-
tion on social media. It therefore encourages
amore nuanced interpretation of generalized
claims about political personalization and
democratic functioning.
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Abstract

The article provides a comprehensive overview of journalists in Switzerland based on the most recent wave
of the Worlds of Journalism (WoJ) survey conducted in 2023. The study investigates the demographics,
working conditions, role perceptions, and safety concerns of Swiss journalists. Building on past survey
waves from 2008 and 2015, this study extends the analysis to 1179 journalists across all three language
regions. The findings highlight trends, including an increase in female journalists and higher levels of aca-
demic qualifications. Notably, the study also identifies persistent challenges, including gender disparities in
management roles and specific journalistic beats, increasing economic pressures, the growth of part-time
work, and declining job satisfaction. Additionally, the article addresses the risks journalists face, including
workplace bullying and threats, which influence their likelihood of remaining in or endorsing the profession.
This research underscores the importance of understanding the evolving professional landscape of journal-

ism, informing both academic discourse and practical measures to support the industry.
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1 Introduction

Press freedom is facing mounting global chal-
lenges amid crises, wars, and authoritarian-
ism (Reporter ohne Grenzen, 2024). In coun-
tries like Russia and Turkey, repression of
journalists is rising, and even in Germany, re-
porters face growing hostility. In Switzerland,
the situation is comparatively positive, but
issues such as banking secrecy and inconsist-
ent transparency laws still restrict journalistic
work. Recent studies also highlight mounting
pressures from digital transformation, eco-
nomic instability, declining professionalism,
political polarization, and the lingering ef-
fects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Bundesamt
fiir Kommunikation, 2024; f6g, 2023, 2025).
A resilient form of journalism that ensures
the safety of media professionals is crucial for
a free society and the functioning of democ-
racy (Slavtcheva-Petkova etal., 2023; Hoiby &
Ottosen, 2019). For this reason, studies of the
occupational field have become even more

relevant to recognizing developments and
shortcomings at an early stage.

Studies on journalists and their working
conditions have been conducted regularly
around the world for decades (Weaver & Will-
nat, 2012). The topic was investigated in Swit-
zerland in 1980 (Saxer & Schanne, 1981), 1998
(Marretal.,2001),2008 (Bonfadelli etal., 2011;
Keel, 2011), and 2015 (Dingerkus et al., 2018).
Since 2007, Switzerland has participated in
the “Worlds of Journalism” (Wo]) project
(Hanitzsch & Seethaler, 2009), a comprehen-
sive global survey that is expected to cover 75
countries in its latest edition. In the first WoJ
study from 2008, 100 journalists from Ger-
man-speaking Switzerland were interviewed.
The second wave, conducted in 2015, expand-
ed to include 909 journalists from all three
language regions. The present study is based
on the findings from the most recent, third
wave of data collection for WoJ, which was
completed in the fall of 2023.
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The research questions remain consis-
tent with those of the 2015 study: Who con-
stitutes the journalist community in Switzer-
land? What features characterize their daily
professional routines? How do they perceive
the roles and influences that shape their
work? And how have these aspects changed
over time?

Additionally, for the first time in the WoJ
project, questions about journalists’ safe-
ty were included. These questions are used
to examine which journalists are most at
risk from various threats and whether these
threats affect the likelihood that they will rec-
ommend the profession to others.

The research framework was developed
during earlier survey waves and has been
continuously reviewed and adapted to reflect
changes in the field (Lauerer & Hanitzsch,
2019). It defines mandatory rules and stan-
dards for all key stages of the research process,
including the target population, sampling
procedure, and data consolidation. All coun-
tries participating in the Worlds of Journalism
Study (WJS) use a commonly agreed-upon
questionnaire that combines mandatory core
items with optional modules. As the survey
in Switzerland is part of the broader study of
Wo], the questionnaire was largely developed
in collaboration with other participants from
the DACH region (Germany, Austria, and
Switzerland), ensuring cross-country com-
parability. Attention was also paid to ensure
comparability with WoJ surveys from previous
years (2008, 2015), allowing for a longitudinal
analysis. However, full comparability is not
guaranteed because the wording of questions
can differ slightly across survey waves. Final-
ly, to ensure comparability between different
language regions in Switzerland, researchers
from French-speaking and Italian-speaking
Switzerland were involved.

The subsequent sections detail the rel-
evant methodological aspects, followed by
a presentation of the survey results. Finally,
in the concluding section, we draw sever-
al conclusions for Swiss journalists in 2023.
While this research does not comprehensively
demonstrate the evolving landscape of jour-
nalism, the findings offer valuable insights
into the state of journalism in Switzerland.

2 Methodology and sample

The study follows established survey practic-
es used in comparative journalism research
(e.g., Hanitzsch et al., 2019). The design is
aligned with the international WoJ framework
while being adapted to the Swiss context, en-
suring continuity with previous survey waves.
In 2023, a sample of roughly 1200 journalists
from all three language regions of Switzerland
was drawn. The journalists were divided ac-
cording to language region and media type,
as in 2015 (Dingerkus et al., 2018), and then
arandom sample was drawn.

In a first step, the population of media
companies in Switzerland was compiled. For
this purpose, data from the WEMF research
institute and the Renteria media database
served as the basis; experts in the online me-
dia landscape, such as Mathias Kiinzler, were
also consulted to complete the list (Kiinzler,
2022). Special interest journals (like trade me-
dia) were excluded because the project’s core
criteria are broad accessibility, covering
awide range of topics, and independent man-
agement. Smaller media titles with low reach
(fewer than 5000 copies in circulation and
small editorial teams) were omitted. The list
was further supplemented with additional ti-
tles that were missing in the lists used.

According to the Federal Statistical Of-
fice (Bundesamt fiir Statistik, 2024a), around
9876 journalists worked in the Swiss media
industry in 2022. Ten years eatrlier, in 2012,
the Federal Statistical Office counted 12224
journalists. This represents aloss of about 19%
or 2348 journalists over 10 years. However, as
mentioned in previous studies (Dingerkus
et al.,, 2018), such numbers should be treat-
ed with great caution. The definition of who
qualifies as a journalist and the methods for
systematically counting them have become
increasingly unclear over time, especially
amid digitalization (Loosen, 2015). Although
the exact figures are unknown, a reduction
in the number of journalists in the tradition-
al sense can be assumed. This assumption is
based on the fact that, in recent years, there
hasbeen adeclineinindependentnewspaper
titles and in newsroom staffing at the remain-
ing newspapers (Lucht, 2010).

In-depth research, including consulta-
tions with industry associations and a review
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of media outlets’ mastheads, suggests that
the actual number of journalists in 2023 is
around 9000 - lower than the Federal Statisti-
cal Office’s estimate for 2022. Approximately
600 journalists work for online-only media,
450 for private radio stations, 400 for private
TV stations, 950 for magazines, 3 250 for print
media, and 3350 for the Schweizerische Ra-
dio- und Fernsehgesellschaft (SRG), Switzer-
land’s public broadcaster. These figures also
include freelance journalists, though it should
be borne in mind that estimating the number
of freelancers is particularly difficult, as they
are rarely registered with media companies
and are therefore largely unorganized. Ad-
ditionally, this is a highly volatile group with
significant staff turnover. From a scientific
perspective, it is hard to define the bound-
aries of freelance activities. In this case, they
were treated as equal to employed journalists,
defined by the time spent on their journalistic
activities.

Based on the estimated number of jour-
nalists working in each media type, a stratified
sample was drawn from the list, accounting
for the size and location of the media outlets.
This proportional allocation ensured that
each category was represented in line with
its relative weight in the overall journalistic
workforce.

In a further step, the journalists’ names
and email addresses were collected from the
online imprints of the media organizations in
which theywork. This procedure was possible
for many private media outlets and for a total
of around 50% of the final sample. For some
outlets and the public broadcaster, arandom-
ized selection of journalists was conducted
by the outlets themselves due to the lack of
accessible lists of employed journalists. The
editors-in-chief of the most important media
were contacted personally to obtain their con-
sent to interview their staff members.

A total of approximately 2400 emails
were sent to individual journalists and edi-
tors-in-chief in German-speaking Switzer-
land, 755 in the French-speaking part, and 200
in the Italian-speaking part. A few days later,
areminder was sent to every journalist in the
sample. Two weeks later, a second reminder
was distributed, after which non-respondents
were replaced with a new batch of randomly
selected journalists from the same outlet. If

therequired minimum of three journalists per
medium could not be met, these media out-
lets were excluded and replaced with another
randomly selected medium of the same type
and size. Theresponse rate in Switzerland was
25%.

In addition, the selected journalists had
to fulfill the criterion set out in the WoJ guide-
line that they work at least 50% in journalism
(i.e., either earn at least 50% of their salary or
spend at least 50% of their working time on
journalistic work) to participate in the survey.

As in 2015, the survey was conducted in
accordance with the guidelines established
by the Wo]J project. Using a multi-layered an-
alytical model (Reese, 2001; Weischenberg &
Scholl, 1998), the questionnaire was designed
to incorporate both organizational and soci-
etal contextual factors, acknowledging the
crucial role journalists play within their orga-
nizations and society. Nevertheless, given the
questionnaire-based methodology, all infor-
mation gathered still originated from individ-
ual journalists themselves.

Certain questions and/or answers from
the basic WoJ questionnaire have been adapt-
ed to local circumstances to fit into the Swiss
context. Highly relevant questions for Swit-
zerland have been added. To ensure that the
answers from the present study are not only
comparable with those from the 2015 survey
butalso, if possible, with those from 2008, par-
ticular attention was paid to the wording of
the questions.

As far as the comparability of the three
surveys (2008, 2015, 2023) is concerned, it
should be noted that the sampling procedures
were almost identical but differed slightly. In
2008, a portion of the survey sample was se-
lected from membership lists of professional
journalism organizations and trade unions
such as Impressum, while others were identi-
fied through outreach to editors-in-chief ofra-
dio and television stations. In 2015, journalists
were increasingly contacted via their respec-
tive editorial offices (227 e-mails were sent
to editors-in-chief), asking them to forward
it to the journalists. However, membership
lists were also used. In 2023, the journalists
were contacted via the online imprints of their
news organizations and via emails to the ed-
itors-in-chief, as described above. These dif-
ferencesin the sampling method mayresultin
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Table 1:  Comparison of the samples of the 2008, 2015, and 2023 surveys (percentages)
German French Italian
2015 2023 2015 2023 2015 2023
Survey 2008 Survey 2015  Survey 2023 N=B60  N=848 i N=176  N=244 N=73 N=87
N=2509 N=909 N=1179 72.6% 71.9% 19.4% 20.7% 8.0% 7.4%
Gender
Female 35.2 385 436 40.5 N4 36.4 484 26.0 51.2
Upto 34 26.4 32.0 289 33.8 29.9 28.2 31.0 23.6 141
351044 315 28.7 217 28.3 26.9 294 31.0 30.9 259
45 and older 421 39.3 435 37.9 432 24 38.1 455 60.0
Employmem s SOOI RN [
Freelancer 18.8 77 45 9.7 5.1 2.3 37 2.7 12
Trainee 12 51 12 49 1.2 6.3 17 42 0.0

the mostrecent sample including more active
journalists and fewer freelancers, though the
variation is likely not very large.

The survey sample of the latest wave of
WoJ, comprising 1179 participants, exhibits
a high degree of diversity in the representa-
tion of different language regions. It is possi-
bly the most diverse sample ever examined in
a Swiss journalist survey.

3 Results

In this section, the survey’s general results are
presented and discussed. Furthermore, where
an aspect of the survey allows for ameaningful
breakdown into various sub-groups, a more
detailed look at the data is presented.

3.1 Five basic characteristics: Gender, age,
education, background, and political
self-positioning

To obtain a comprehensive overview of Swiss

journalists, this study first presents five socio-

economic variables that are unrelated to jour-
nalism itself: gender, age, education, political
self-positioning, and origin.

Gender: The proportion ofwomen among
journalists increased from 39% in 2015 to

43.6% in 2023 (similar figures reported by the
Bundesamt fiir Statistik, 2024a). This rep-
resents a continuation of the trend toward
greater inclusion of women in journalism and
could indicate that broader debates on diver-
sity and inclusion have gained importance in
newsrooms over the past decade (Kalten-
brunneretal., 2021; Saner, Kérner & Lugschitz,
2024).1In 1980, only around 17 % of Swiss jour-
nalists were female (Saxer & Schanne, 1981).
Compared to the figures from 2015 (Table 1),
the proportion of women has increased, espe-
cially in French-speaking (now 48.4%) and
Italian-speaking Switzerland (now 51.2%).
While this may reflect real shifts in newsroom
composition, the small sample size in the Ital-
ian subgroup (N=87) suggests that these per-
centages should be interpreted with caution.
The above-average increase in the pro-
portion of women in French-speaking Swit-
zerland and Ticino can also be explained by
the fact that the 2023 survey includes more
employees from public media than in 2015.
The public media tend to place greater em-
phasis on diversity than private media and
could therefore hire women more frequently
(Saner & Wyss, 2023; SRG, 2024). In 2015, 11%
of surveyed journalists from French-speaking
Switzerland were included in the sample from
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Table 22 Comparison of Educational Attainment in the 2015 and 2023 Samples (percentages)
Total German-speaking Switzerland : French-speaking Switzerland : Italian-speaking Switzerland
2005 2023 2015 2023 2015 2023 2015 2023

N=871 N=1080: N=625 N=772 N=173 N=223 N=73 N=85

Not completed 9.1 53 10.4 6.3 6.9 31 27 12

high school

Completed high school 10.9 8.3 12.3 9.3 52 5.4 12.3 71

College/ bachelor's 2%0 278 256 330 24 17 16.4 200

degree or equivalent

Master's degree 423 186 37.0 409 56.1 695 54.8 63.5

or equivalent

Doctorate 33 38 38 43 17 27 27 24

Some university 04 64 109 61 87 76 110 59

studies, no degree

public media (Dingerkus et al., 2018), a figure
that rose to 25% by 2023. Among journalists
from the Italian-speaking region, 25% were
included in the sample from public media in
2015, rising to 69 % in 2023.

Yet the data also show that women are
still less often represented in management
positions than men (9.5% compared to 16.0%
of men; x*(2)=24.54, p<.001). However, fac-
tors such as working hours (full-time, part-
time) or work experience mustbe considered.
63% of women work part-time compared to
39.8% of men (y?*(1)=57.27, p<.001). On av-
erage, women have about 4 years less work
experience than men (#(1054.26)=-5.89, p<
.001).

In addition, journalists were asked for
the first time in 2023 whether they identify
with a third gender and, if so, which one. Only
3 journalists made use of this option.

Age: Swiss journalists are on average
42.9 years old. This number corresponds to
the figures from 2008, where the average age
was 43 years, but is slightly higher than in
2015, where it was 41.6 years (Dingerkus et al.,
2018). While there are no differences in av-
erage age across the three language regions,
women are, on average, 4 years younger than
men (Mann-Whitney U=168506.00, p <.001).
The trend towards greater inclusion of wom-
en in journalism seems reflected in age struc-
tures: among those aged 20 to 29, 60% are

women, and among those aged 30t0 39,47.8%
arewomen. However, this pattern may also be
related to gender-specific career trajectories,
as women in journalism are more often af-
fected by precarious employment conditions,
which may interact with work-family chal-
lenges in early and mid-career stages (Rick &
Hanitzsch, 2024).

Education: In 2015, approximately 70%
of journalists in Switzerland held an academic
degree (Table 2). In the current sample, this
value has further increased to 80%. If the lan-
guage regions are considered individually,
the proportions of people with academic de-
greesin French-speaking and Italian-speaking
Switzerland are 83.9% and 85.9%, respective-
ly, which are higher than in German-speaking
Switzerland (78.2%; differences not statistical-
ly significant). This is in line with earlier find-
ings: As journalism is an increasingly complex
profession, journalists are morelikely to attend
university (Keel, 2011). In French-speaking
Switzerland, and particularly in Ticino, there
are more journalists with a master’s degree or
equivalent.

Political self-positioning: Journalists’ po-
litical attitudes were assessed on a 0-10 scale,
where 0 represents left-leaning and 10 rep-
resents right-leaning. On average, Swiss jour-
nalists score 3.40. This represents a shift to the
left compared to the 2015 survey, where the
mean score was 4.02 (Dingerkus et al., 2018),
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indicating that journalists have become
slightly more left-leaning in recent years.

There are differences between the lan-
guage regions: Journalists in French-speaking
Switzerland are more left-leaning (2.99) com-
pared to their German-speaking counterparts
(3.48), while those in Ticino (3.77) position
themselves more toward the center (Krus-
kal-Wallis H(2)=9.76, p<.01). Furthermore,
there are significant gender differences: wom-
enare on average more left-leaning (2.88) than
their male counterparts (3.81; U=125820.50,
p<.001). The distribution of the political
self-positioning variable further shows that
female journalists exhibit a left-skewed (i.e.,
toward 0) near-normal distribution, whereas
male journalists display a bimodal pattern.

Asin 2015, the findings on journalists’ po-
litical self-positioning will certainly stimulate
political debate about journalists’ left-wing
bias. However, the trend towards the left pole
must be interpreted with caution. Itis import-
ant to consider the extent to which political
self-positioning actually influences reporting.
After all, the Forschungszentrum Offentlich-
keit und Gesellschaft (f6g) - a Swiss research
center on the public sphere and society - re-
cently demonstrated through a content analy-
sis of journalistic media’s political positioning
during referendums that most media outlets,
including public broadcasters, tend to posi-
tion themselves neither at the left nor right
pole of the political spectrum, butrather close
to the center (Udris, 2023). While U.S. studies
have produced mixed findings on whether
journalists’ individual ideologies measurably
contribute to ideological bias in news content
- some finding evidence of such effects (e.g.,
Boxell & Conway, 2022), others not (e. g., Has-
sell, Holbein, & Miles, 2020) - further research
in the Swiss context is needed.

Origin: In 2023, 87.4% of journalists re-
ported being born in Switzerland, while 12.6%
were born abroad. Among the foreign-born
journalists, the majority were born in Germa-
ny(30.2%), France (22.1%), and Italy (14.7%).
Regarding their parents’ place of birth, 66.8%
ofjournalists indicated that both parents were
born in Switzerland, 18.6% had one parent
born abroad, and 14.6% had both parents
born abroad.

The implications of these data for the rep-
resentation of foreigners in Swiss journalism
are unclear. Previous WoJ survey data cannot

be directly compared with the 2023 figures be-
cause the questions about journalists’ origins
differ. The wording of the item was revised
in 2023 to better align with current research
in journalism, which considers social origin
amore meaningful indicator than formal citi-
zenship. Due to constraints on questionnaire
length, the citizenship item was not retained.
In 2015, the survey asked about citizenship,
revealing that 17% of journalists did not hold
Swiss citizenship, while 24% of foreigners
lived in Switzerland (Dingerkus et al., 2018).
The conclusion was that foreigners are still
underrepresented in journalism. However,
the 2023 figures only indicate the journalists’
birthplaces and do not reveal whether they
hold Swiss citizenship.

3.2 Working situation

The media industry is undergoing a profound
structural transformation driven by digitaliza-
tion and the decline of traditional revenue
streams, leading to significant economic pres-
sure (Bundesamt fiir Kommunikation, 2024;
Wyss, 2012). Traditional news outlets are si-
multaneously losing subscribers, while will-
ingness to pay for journalism continues to
decline (Slavtcheva-Petkova et al., 2023;
Udris et al., 2024). The deteriorating econom-
ic situation is accompanied by deteriorating
working conditions, as reflected in a higher
proportion of part-time and temporary em-
ployment. Studies among young journalists
show that a lack of resources leads to work-
place stress and growing pessimism regarding
long-term career prospects (Mombelli &
Beck, 2023).

Employment arrangement: Compared to
2015, when only 6% of journalists worked in
temporary conditions (Dingerkus etal., 2018),
the percentage of journalists who workin tem-
porary conditions has risen to 23.1% in 2023,
with women working more often in such con-
ditions than men (26.7% compared to 20.0%
of men; ¥?*(2)=6.80, p<.05). This change
could be interpreted as a consequence of the
recent negative economic developments in
journalism.

Workload: There has also been a decline
in the number of full-time journalists. In 2015,
57% of journalists worked full-time, but in
2023, thatnumber fell to 50.3%. However, only
6.2% of part-time working journalists say they
work under these conditions because they
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have not found a suitable full-time position.
For comparison, 89% of journalists in Germa-
ny work full-time (Loosen et al., 2023), while
the figure in Austria is about 70% (Mitter-
stainer et al., 2023). As mentioned, women
work significantly more often in part-time po-
sitions than men.

Salaries: Another aspect of economics
to consider is salaries. In a deteriorating work
environment, one would expect salaries to
decline. The WoJ survey from 2015 showed
that wages in journalism have remained sta-
ble over time (Dingerkus et al., 2018). Unfor-
tunately, comparison with today’s data is not
possible because measurements were taken
on different scales. In contrast to the individ-
ualized scale used in 2015, the current scale is
closely based on the international question-
naire and employs different response catego-
ries, which prevents direct comparison. Jour-
nalists’ salaries can, however, be compared to
the mean wage in Switzerland. In 2022, the
median standardized monthly income in
Switzerland was 6 788 Swiss francs (Bundes-
amt fiir Statistik, 2024b). The 2023 Wo] data
reveal that roughly 42% of journalists earned
less than 5601 Swiss francs, while 32% earned
between 5601 and 7200 Swiss francs.

A gender pay gap persists: women are
more likely to work in lower wage brackets,
while men are more often found in higher
wage brackets (x*(9)=65.35, p<.001). This

T 1
above
7200

5601
to 7200

4001
to 5600

also applies when comparing only journalists
without leadership roles (Figure 1). Compa-
rable gender pay differences are documented
at the national level. Part of the gap is associ-
ated with differences in profiles and job char-
acteristics, yet a disparity remains even after
controlling for these factors (Der Bundesrat,
2025). Similar structural differences are vis-
ible in our data (see chapter 3.1) and should
be considered when interpreting the reported
gender differences in wage distribution.

Media type: While in 2015 journalists
were asked what type of media they worked
for (print, TV, radio, etc.), this question is less
meaningful and harder to answer in 2023, as
journalists increasingly produce content for
multiple platforms simultaneously. They were
therefore asked how often they work on the
listed platforms, using a five-point scale rang-
ing from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“always”). The data
shows the increasing demands on journalism
to expand its capacities online. On average,
journalists produce significantly more often
for websites than for the classic print plat-
forms (#(977)=-21.44, p<.001), TV (#(959)=
-26.97, p<.001), and radio (#(965)=-27.42,
p<.001).

3.3 Editorial organization

Traditionally, newsrooms have organized
themselves around topics or beats such as
economics, sports, or culture, enabling jour-
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nalists to specialize within their respective
fields; in 2011, around 71% of Swiss journalists
were assigned to one section (Bonfadelli etal.,
2011). However, this organizational approach
is increasingly challenged as newsroom re-
sources shrink, compelling journalists to
cover a wider range of subjects (Lauerer et
al., 2019). Conversely, emerging convergent
newsroom structures are redirecting organ-
izational focus from outlet-specific frame-
works towards prioritizing topics or issues.

Interestingly, although the proportion
of journalists specializing in one beat has de-
clined since 2011, it remains identical in 2023
to the level observed in 2015 (Dingerkus et
al., 2018): about 48 % focus exclusively on one
beat, while aslightlylarger group (52% ) covers
arange of topics. In 2023, male journalists are
significantly more likely than female journal-
ists to focus exclusively on one beat (51% com-
pared to 43% of women; x?*(1)=7.10, p< .01).
Also, in both 2015 and 2023, a bias has been
observed in the topics covered by female and
male journalists. The following percentages
indicate the distribution of men and women
within each beat. Men remain overrepresent-
ed in topics such as politics (66.1% male),
economics (73.0% male), or domestic affairs
(73.3% male). In contrast, women are more
commonly found reporting on topics like
arts and culture (46.7% female), education
and science (63.0% female), or society and
social matters (83.3% female). Women are
most underrepresented in the field of sports,
accounting for only 5.9 %, whereas men repre-
sent 94.1% of journalists in this beat.

3.4 Role perception

Injournalism studies, it's widely accepted that
a journalist’s understanding of their societal
role influences their work (Weischenberg,
1994). Thus, exploring how journalists see
themselves is important. Although it’s uncer-
tain whether journalists can completely fulfill
this role, the findings provide insight into the
ideal self-conception and societal role of jour-
nalism.

In a U.S. study, it was observed that jour-
nalists’ role perceptions are generally stable
over time (Weaver, 2008). Recent Wo] data
from Switzerland align with this, indicating
consistent importance rankings comparable
to those in earlier surveys, with a few excep-

tions, as shown in Table 3. All role perceptions
were measured on a five-point scale ranging
from 1 (“not important”) to 5 (“extremely
important”). Compared to 2015, journalists
identify more strongly with the role of edu-
cating their audiences (+0.38) and convey-
ing a positive image of political leadership
(+0.07). They identify less strongly with the
roles of being a detached observer (-0.09),
providing analysis of current affairs (-0.11),
letting people express their views (-0.11), pro-
viding entertainment and relaxation (-0.24),
influencing public opinion (-0.24), and set-
ting the political agenda (-0.35).

Some roles were asked for the first time
in 2023 or in a new formulation (marked with
an asterisk * in Table 3), which makes them
incomparable with similar questions asked
in 2015. Important roles seem to be commu-
nicating information that enables people to
form opinions (mean value of 4.32), counter-
act disinformation (4.12), shedding light on
social injustices (3.88), demonstrating future
impacts of current events (3.72), and telling
stories that touch people emotionally (3.57).
A look at the role types shows that journal-
ists in Switzerland identify particularly with
critical-monitoring roles - emphasizing scru-
tiny of power and public accountability - and
least with interventionist roles, which involve
actively influencing political processes (see
Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018; Hanitzsch et al., 2019).

3.5 Perception of influence

Journalism resides at the heart of society, re-
sponding to the demands and expectations of
various stakeholder groups (Slavtcheva-
Petkovaetal., 2023). To understand the needs,
expectations, and interests that shape and
influence journalists’ work, journalists were
asked to evaluate the importance of 27 poten-
tial sources of influence.

Compared with 2015 (Dingerkus et al.,
2018), some influences have changed mark-
edly, while others have remained relatively
stable (Table 4). Allinfluences were measured
on a five-point scale from 1 (“least influen-
tial”) to 5 (“very influential”). Internally, the
influence of editorial supervisors and senior
editors (+0.25) and colleagues have greatly
increased (+0.25). According to the surveyed
journalists, profit expectations have stayed
the same, and advertising considerations are
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Table 3:  Perceived importance of selected journalistic roles (1=not important to 5=extremely

important; N=1087-1175)

Very and extremely

important (in percentage) M(sD) Fole type

Communicate information that enables people to form opinions* 85.5 4.32(0.86)
Be a detached observer 79.3 417 (0.95) \**
Counteract disinformation* 77.8 412(0.96)
Provide analysis of current affairs 715 410(0.92) N
Shedding light on social injustices* 70.3 3.88(0.98) Critical-monitoring
Demonstrate future impacts of current events* 65.3 3.72(0.94)
Point out possible solutions to social problems ™ 53.8 3.49(0.98)
Control the powerful* 55.1 3.44.(1.24)
Maotivate people to participate in political activity 41.0 314(1.14) =
Tell stories that touch the audience emotionally* 57.3 3.57(1.04)
Provide the kind of news that attracts the largest audience 49.5 3.41(1.06) =

Accommodative
Provide advice, orientation and direction for daily life 435 3.25(1.09)=
Provide entertainment and relaxation 317 2.89(1.16)
Educate the audience 534 3.49(1.01) ~ Educative
Let people express their views 50.5 3.43(1.02)N
Contribute to social cohesion™ 458 3.31(1.07)
Giving marginalized groups and minorities a voice * 40.3 3.23(1.05) Partcipative.
Promote peace and tolerance * 32.6 3.02(1.10) activist
Advocate for social change 20.8 258(1.11) =
Support efforts to protect public health* 213 2.58(1.09)
Support national development 13.0 2.31(1.03) =
Support government policy 17 1.47(0.72) = Collaborative
Convey a positive image of political leadership 12 1.36(0.67) ~
Influence public opinion 116 2.28(1.03)N

Interventionist
Set the political agenda 1.4 224(1.03)N

Note: *Asked for the first time. **The arrow-signs indicate a statistically significant difference between 2015 and 2023 (calculated using

a t-test), the equal-sign indicates no significant difference.
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Table 4. Mean assessment of the perceived relevance of sources of influence (N=1022-1132)

Factors rated as influential

or very influential (%) Mean value {sd)

Journalism ethics 78.8 4.03(0.89) 7
Personal values and beliefs 46.9 3.31(1.04) N
Editorial policy 4.0 316 (1.11) ~
Relationships with news sources 271 2.77(1.09)»
Media laws and regulation 276 2.72(1.15) =
Audience research and data 243 2.66(1.14) ~
Public relations 8.7 2.14(0.97)N
Police 42 1.56(0.85)
Time limits V V - 62.0 . V V 371 (D.éS)f
Availability of news-gathering resources 59.2 361(1.01) ~
Information access 456 3.21(110) N
Editorial supervisors ana senior editors 398 7 318 (1.62) 7
Peers on the staff 342 3.07(0.95)~
Managers of your news organization 13.0 219(1.07)=
Owners of your news organization 8.9 1.92(1.05)=
Feedback from the audiénce V V 218 V 2.79 (O.éB)f
Competing news organizations 16.1 2.54(0.99) =
Friends, acquaintances and family 9.0 218(0.94)N
Colleagues in other media 5.2 2.07(0.90)~
Profit expectations 7 7 - 132 . 7 7 2.06 (1.173) =
Advertising considerations 95 1.84(1.03)N
Politicians 7 7 8.2 V 1.99 (D.éQi/‘
Pressure groups 6.3 2.03(0.93) =
Businesspeople 5.2 1.82(0.92) =
Government officials 5.1 1.74(0.89) =
Self-censorship* 7 7 - 79 . 7 7 210 (U.é5)

State-imposed censorship* 23 1.31(0.66)

Note: Ratings range from 1(/east influential) to 5 (very influential). ltems marked with * were asked for the first time. Arrow symbols indi-
cate a statistically significant difference between 2015 and 2023 (t-test); the equal sign (=) indicates no statistically significant difference.
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becoming less important (-0.13). Politicians
(+0.12), journalistic ethics (+0.35), audience
research (+0.21), and audience feedback
(+0.25) also seem to be more important.

The increasing importance of internal
stakeholders and audience research reflects
the rising economic pressure in the industry
and could indicate a shift towards market-ori-
ented decisions under increasingly precari-
ous conditions, potentially reducing the focus
on public-interest orientations (Wyss, 2012;
Rick & Hanitzsch, 2024). This is further under-
lined by the fact that the perceived influence
ofthe availability of news-gathering resources
is increasing.

The declining influence of advertising
considerations may reflect the broader ero-
sion of advertising revenues and the growing
pressure on news organizations to diversify
their funding models (Bundesamt fiir Kom-
munikation, 2025).

3.6 Job satisfaction
In 2023, 68.3% of journalists would still rec-
ommend their profession to someone in their
personal network, representing a 5% decrease
compared to 2015 (Dingerkus et al., 2018).
This decrease could suggest that the growing
challenges in journalism are affecting job sat-
isfaction. However, with 68.3% of journalists
still willing to recommend their profession,
thelevel of endorsement remains substantial.
People in trainee programs are the most
likely to recommend the profession (87.5%),
followed by reporters (76.6%) and section
editors (75.3%). Compared with 2015, the
approval rate among editors-in-chief de-
clined from 80% to 62.7% in 2023 (Dingerkus
et al., 2018). The sharp decline among edi-
tors-in-chief is difficult to explain using the
current data alone. Possible explanations
include the aforementioned economic pres-
sures, the declining safety of journalists in
general (Wyss, Schifer, & Dingerkus, 2024),
waves of redundancies, and an increase in
legal proceedings (Wyss et al., 2024), all of
which may place additional pressure on ed-
itorial leadership. There is no significant dif-
ference between female and male journalists
in their likelihood of recommending the pro-
fession.

3.7 Journalists’ safety

As mentioned in the introduction, the third
wave of WoJ included several questions about
journalists’ safety for the first time. The topic
is important because press freedom is under
increasing pressure worldwide due to crises,
wars, and growing authoritarianism (Report-
er ohne Grenzen, 2024 ). Various studies indi-
cate that the environment for journalists in
Switzerland has also become more difficult,
prompting more comprehensive studies of
structural change in the media sector (e.g.,
Bundesamt fiir Kommunikation, 2024, 2025;
fog, 2023).

In the 2023 Wo] study, safety-related
items were grouped into four dimensions
for analytical purposes: occupational safe-
ty, regulatory threats, personal threats, and
perceived worries. Occupational safety refers
to hostility or harassment directed at journa-
lists in their professional role (e.g., hateful
speech or public discrediting of work), while
regulatory safety encompasses risks arising
from legal or governmental measures, such
as surveillance or legal actions, and personal
safety includes threats to physical integrity or
privacy. Perceived worries capture journal-
ists’ subjective concerns about issues such
as mental health or fear of job loss. For all
threat-related items, respondents were asked
how often they had experienced these inci-
dents in the past five years, using a five-point
response scale ranging from 1 (“never”) to 5
(“very often”).

The results from 2023 show that journal-
ists in Switzerland are particularly at risk with
regard to occupational safety (Figure 2). The
focus is particularly on demeaning or hateful
speech and public discrediting of journalists’
work, which 72.5% and 66.8%, respectively,
have experienced at least rarely in the last
five years. Experiences involving regulatory
threats were reported less frequently overall:
within the last five years, 81.5% of journalists
had never experienced surveillance, 82.2%
had never faced legal action because of their
work, and 98.9% had never experienced ar-
rests, detention, or imprisonment. Regard-
ing the category “personal threats’, 22.2% of
journalists reported experiencing workplace
bullying at least rarely, 16.8% reported the
dissemination of personal information, 13%
reported stalking, and 9.8% reported sexual
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Figure 2:

Occupational Threats

Safety of Swiss journalists (5=very often, 1=never; N=1154)

demeaning or hateful speech directed at you 275 | 35.3 [ 289
public discrediting of your work 33.2 [ 32.3 | 26.2 m
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harassment or sexual assault. Although thre-
ats from the latter categories are less frequent
than occupational threats, they nevertheless
warrant serious attention. Prior research
links both regulatory and personal threats
to self-censorship, psychological strain, and
withdrawal from journalistic work (e. g., Hoi-
by & Ottosen, 2019; Mombelli & Beck, 2023;
Slavtcheva-Petkova et al., 2023).

Not all journalists were equally affected
by these threats. Journalists in leadership po-
sitions reported significantly more cases of
“other threats or intimidation” (H(2)=9.34,
p<.01) and legal measures taken against
them (H(2)=16.73, p<.001) than those with-
out any leadership role. Gender differences
were also observed: Men were significantly
more likely to report instances of public dis-
creditation of their work (U=159454.50, p<
.01), legal measures taken against them due
to their journalistic work (U=156771.50, p<
.001), other threats or intimidation attempts
(U=158225.50, p<.001), and the dissemina-
tion of their personal data by third parties (U=
151252.00, p< .05). Women, in contrast, were

more likely to report experiences of sexual
harassment or assault (U= 118483.50, p<.001)
and workplace bullying (U=123704.50, p<
.001).

It is worth noting that journalists who experi-
enced workplace bullying (U=105655.50, p <
.001), demeaning or hateful speech (U=
105854.50, p <.001), other threats or intimida-
tion directed at them (U=104325.00, p<.01),
or other physical threats (U=97436.00, p<
.05) are significantly less likely to recommend
their job to others. This suggests that exposure
to threatening work environments may be as-
sociated with declining professional satisfac-
tion and willingness to recommend the pro-
fession.

Considering journalists’ perceived wor-
ries, respondents rated their concerns about
mental well-being, physical safety, job secu-
rity, and the punishment of attacks against
journalists on a five-point scale ranging from
1(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).
Journalists in Switzerland are most concerned
about their mental well-being, with a mean
score of 2.76 (SD=1.30). In total, 38.7% of re-
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spondents stated that they “strongly agree” or
“tend to agree” with the statement that they
are worried about their mental health. Con-
cern about whether attacks against journal-
ists in Switzerland are adequately punished is
also high, with a mean 0f 2.70 (SD=1.27) and
33.8% of respondents agreeing. Worry about
physical well-being shows a slightly lower
average of 2.27 (SD=1.21), with 22.4% indi-
cating concern. The fear of losing one’s job in
journalism over the next 12 months is the least
prominent, with a mean of 1.98 (SD=1.07)
and only 12.1% of journalists agreeing.

Journalists reporting worries about their
mental well-being (U=118444.00, p<.001),
the lack of punishment for attacks against
journalists (U=103279.50, p <.05), their phys-
ical well-being (U=115571.00, p<.001), and
losing their job in journalism (U=122109.00,
p<.001) are significantly less likely to recom-
mend their profession to others, suggesting
that perceived worries may be associated
with a lower willingness to recommend the
profession.

4 Conclusion

The data presented on the characteristics
and attitudes of journalists in Switzerland,
as well as their perception of influences and
threats, should not be limited to academic
discussions, especially from a transdiscipli-
nary perspective (Wyss, 2016). The findings
invite reflection within journalism practice,
news media organizations, and professional
associations. At the same time, when inter-
preting these results, the growing methodo-
logical challenges that journalism research
faces in defining its subject matter must be
kept in mind. In increasingly differentiated
and hybrid professional environments, the
presence of peripheral actors - that is, indi-
viduals who contribute to journalistic output
without being fully embedded in traditional
newsroom structures - makes the boundaries
of journalism more fluid, complicating efforts
to determine a population and draw repre-
sentative samples (Eldridge II, 2019; Lauerer
& Hanitzsch, 2019).

The socio-demographic data and politi-
cal orientation should be interpreted in the
context of ongoing debates about diversity in

journalism. Although there is an increasing
presence of women within editorial teams,
persistent gender differences in leadership
and beat allocation remain visible, echo-
ing findings from other European contexts
(e.g., Kaltenbrunner et al., 2021). These pat-
terns raise questions about organizational
structures and long-term career trajectories,
particularly regarding work-life balance. Ad-
ditionally, the rising level of academic qual-
ifications and the diverse backgrounds of
journalists should be taken into account in
these discussions. The authors argue that the
pronounced left-leaning orientation of jour-
nalists may also be relevant within broader
diversity debates, even if such orientations
can be contextualized through occupational
socialization and professional ideology (see
Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018).

The data on working conditions should
be examined in light of increasing job precar-
ity in journalism, a trend noted in scholarly
discourse since the 2010s (Wyss, 2012). Ris-
ing job insecurity, compounded by econom-
ic challenges and waves of layoffs, is likely
to remain a significant concern, reflected in
the growing number of temporary positions
and supplementary jobs. The income data
further suggest that a substantial portion of
journalists in Switzerland earn below the
median wage. The increasing convergence
and national consolidation of newsrooms,
including the centralization of beats, coordi-
nated management of distribution channels,
and a strong focus on cost efficiency, require
journalists to work across multiple platforms
and media formats, thereby contributing to
mounting professional pressures. Such con-
ditions may constrain the ability to perform
critical journalistic roles, such as countering
disinformation, highlighting the future im-
plications of current events, or advocating for
solutions-focused journalism. Respondents’
perceptions of declining journalistic autono-
my, alongside heightened internal organiza-
tional pressures like time constraints and lim-
ited resources, align with these findings and
highlight the ongoing challenges in the field.

The data on perceived stress and threats
faced by journalists is a significant concern -
not only from an individual standpoint but
also considering the broader social impor-
tance of journalism in a direct democracy.
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These developments raise important ques-
tions about the implications for democratic
societies when journalists fear slipping into
precarious employment. Observed job loss-
es among peers and potential social decline
can result in substantial psychological strain
(Bélair-Gagnon et al., 2023; Rick & Hanitzsch,
2024). The findings also raise concerns about
what can reasonably be expected from jour-
nalism when a majority of practitioners face
degrading or hateful remarks. The data indi-
cate that not all journalists are equally affect-
ed; however, investigative journalists, in par-
ticular, encounter significantly higher levels
of threats.

Given this context, it is commendable
that representatives of the media industry
and the Federal Office of Communications
(Bundesamt fiir Kommunikation, 2024 ) have
developed a national action plan for the safe-
ty of media professionals in Switzerland. The
plan aims to put the issue of “safety for me-
dia professionals” on the public agenda, raise
awareness of the challenges they face, and
sensitize society and politics to the central
importance of the media for a functioning de-
mocracy in Switzerland.

What do the findings mean for the future
of journalism studies? Journalism research
has increasingly recognized and begun to
examine job insecurity and precarity in the
profession (e.g., Mombelli & Beck, 2023; Rick
& Hanitzsch, 2024; Sybert, 2024), yet the im-
plications of temporary positions, side jobs,
and income disparities for journalistic quality
and the ability to maintain professional stan-
dards remain insufficiently understood. As
recent research shows, these structural con-
straints are closely linked to journalists’ men-
tal health (e.g., Bélair-Gagnon et al., 2023;
Storm, 2024), but more research is needed
to understand the impact of degrading com-
ments, public discreditation, and psychologi-
cal stress on journalists’ performance and job
retention. Future research must place greater
emphasis on these dynamics and evaluate the
long-term sustainability and resilience of the
profession of journalism.
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In alandscape increasingly preoccupied with
the societal implications of digital technolo-
gies, from the pervasive influence of artificial
intelligence (AI) to the dynamics of platform
power, Paula Bialski's Middle Tech: Software
Work and the Culture of Good Enough (Prince-
ton University Press, 2024) offers a timely in-
tervention thatlooks at the nature and techni-
cal origins of these issues. Amidst different
narratives that often oscillate between tech-
no-utopianism and dystopian alarmism, Bial-
ski’s ethnographic study provides a count-
er-narrative that reconsiders the foundations
upon which digitalization is built, together
with the digital communication tools and
platforms that dominate it. For researchers
trying to make sense of the opacity of “black
box” technologies (Carabantes, 2020; Olesen,
2025), the vulnerabilities inherent in digital
systems (Ananny, 2023; Barassi, 2024), and
the complex interplay between human agen-
cy and technology, Bialski’s book is a valuable
contribution to the field of media and com-
munication studies, science and technology
studies (STS), and digital sociology.

As a growing corpus of research now
clearly shows (Natale et al., 2019; Lewis et al.,
2025; Winkel, 2025 - among others), media,
corporate and policy discourses surrounding
technological advancement frequently cham-
pion seamlessness, efficiency, and an almost
mythical pursuit of perfection, a phenome-
non that has recently reached quasi-religious
tones in connection with the advancements
of AI (Epstein, 2024; Singler, 2025). From the
“always-on” nature of our devices to the al-
lure of just and reliable algorithms, the pre-
vailing story of the digital age imagines per-
fection and function as the route to a world
defined by efficiency and optimization. This
narrative leaves little or no space for critical

analysis, political-economic considerations,
and in-depth looks at the social and political
dynamics at the core of these processes, and
with concerning effects on the quality of pub-
lic discourses pertaining to anything digital.
Bialski’s book, however, challenges this ide-
alized vision by immersing itself in the daily
routines of software developers at a compa-
ny she pseudonymously calls Middle Tech,
a medium-sized firm that operates in Berlin,
far from the media glare and hyper-innova-
tion of Silicon Valley companies, their trans-
parent campuses and visionary leaders, while
producing crucial mapping, routing, and nav-
igation software. This choice allows Bialski to
illuminate from the inside the often invisible
labor and pragmatic dynamics that underpin
software production that happens behind the
scenes or inless visible contexts. Bialski’s cen-
tral argument in the book revolves around the
concept of a culture of “good enoughness’; an
ethos shared by developers to produce soft-
ware that is functional and adequate for its
immediate purpose, rather than striving for
an ideal of perfection, efficiency, and bril-
liance: software that is neither “bad” nor “ex-
cellent” In this sense, the “good enough” con-
cept is not a sign of professional negligence
or technical ineptitude; rather, it emerges as
a rational, adaptive response to the inherent
complexities, resource constraints, and dy-
namic demands of contemporary software
development.

Bialski’s ethnographic approach is a sig-
nificant strength, allowing the book to move
beyond theoretical discussions to provide
in-depth descriptions of developers’ inter-
actions, decision-making processes, work
routines, lived experiences, rationalizations,
and even humor and social gatherings. By
foregrounding these human dimensions of
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software work, Middle Tech can argue that
technology, and software in particular, is
a constantly co-constructed artifact, shaped
by social relations, organizational pressures,
andindividualinterpretations. In doingso, the
bookoffers an overview of the various facets of
the “good enough” culture, from the challeng-
es of working with legacy code to the negoti-
ations between developers and management
regarding project scope, strategy, and qual-
ity. A critical talking point that Middle Tech
brings to the fore is the often-invisible and
undervalued labor of software maintenance.
Again, the dominant narratives of the tech-
nology industry tend to glorify innovation,
the creation of killer apps, and the rapid scal-
ing of new platforms, services, and products
in a constant chase for the “next big thing’,
“unicorn,” or, now, the most performative
large language model (LLM). This emphasis
on novelty often obscures the work necessary
to keep existing systems operational, secure,
and compatible with evolving environments
and standards. Here, Bialski’s research covers
developers who spend significant portions of
their time patching, debugging, and integrat-
ingnew features into “good enough” software.
This element becomes a central character in
the book, also highlighting the continuous
struggle against obsolescence and bugs. By
foregrounding the labor of repair (Denis et
al., 2015), Bialski also challenges the illusion
of effortless digital functionality, perfection,
and “always-on” narratives. In animating this
discourse with diverse data emerging from
a two-year long ethnography, Bialski’s book
reveals the intricate, often messy, and pro-
foundly human processes that occur in soft-
ware development and illustrates how the
abundant bugs and failures of software are not
anomalous deviations from a perfect norm or
mere technical missteps in need of a fix, rather
intrinsic features of its production and func-
tioning (Broussard, 2023, among others). By
showing that software is inevitably “broken”
or “good enough’, Middle Tech shifts the fo-
cus from a technical understanding of tech-
nological “failure” to a socio-technical one.
The book’s strength lies in demonstrating that
the “weaknesses” in digital systems are often
rooted in organizational decisions, human
compromises, and the inherent limitations
of human work under pressure, together with
systemic issues. This perspective is funda-

mental for moving beyond simplistic notions
of “fixing” technology to a more nuanced
understanding of the inherent vulnerabilities
of digitalization and its infrastructures (Bory
and Di Salvo, 2021).

Looking at the non-secondary labour
issues and ideas covered in the text, Middle
Tech deals into the ways developers com-
municate about bugs, share knowledge, and
collectively decide when a piece of software
meets the necessary criteria for release, from
both sociological and ethnographical per-
spectives. Here, Bialski shows how the ma-
terial properties of software, its bugs, and its
limitations also actively shape work practic-
es, organizational dynamics, and even the
agency of the workers themselves. This is par-
ticularly relevant for understanding power
dynamics within tech companies, where the
technical expertise of developers often clash-
es with managerial demands for efficiency,
leading to a constant negotiation of what
“good enough” means. While Middle Tech is
grounded in ethnography, sociology, and STS
studies, its insights also resonate with current
media and communication scholarship. Bial-
ski’s notion of “good enough” extends beyond
a commentary on software engineering to
illuminate an ethos that is pervasive in con-
temporary digital culture, where imperfection
and error actually should be central to both
technological artifacts and the narratives that
sustain them. In this sense, Middle Tech offers
media and communication studies a basis for
examining sociotechnical work, and how the
values of efficiency, usability, and reliability
are more culturally performed in dominant
narratives rather than technologically engi-
neered in practice and reality. By highlighting
the messiness and human nature of software
development, Middle Tech provides an em-
pirical grounding that challenges inflated,
but almost hegemonic, claims of technolog-
ical (super)powers. This critical stance also
aligns with a broader academic effort to de-
construct the hype surrounding technology
and to foster a more realistic understanding
of its capabilities and limitations. Thus, Mid-
dle Tech emerges as a crucial read for foster-
ing informed public debates about technol-
ogy, moving beyond simplistic narratives of
disruption and towards an understanding of
the complex, often contradictory, realities of
technology production.
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