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Dear SComS readers,
We are pleased to present the second issue of 
2026, featuring three research articles in our 
General Section as well as one contribution in 
our Book Review Section. Before turning to the 
contents of this issue, we are delighted to 
share some good news from our journal com-
munity.

It is our great pleasure to announce the 
winner of the SComS Best Paper Award 2025. 
Granted annually since 2018, the award hon-
ours the best paper published in the jour-
nal’s General Section or a Thematic Section. 
The editors preselect a shortlist of published 
SComS papers and organise an independ-
ent review process with jurors from outside 
the editorial team, who rank the papers in-
dependently; the winner is announced at 
the annual conference of the Swiss Associa-
tion of Communication and Media Research 
(SACM). This year’s award goes to Guillaume 
Zumofen (University of Bern) for his article 
“Bringing content into the equation: Using 
a Wordscores method to compare the effect 
of newspaper and television on vote choice in 
referendums” (Vol. 25, Issue 1). Combining 
a Wordscores content analysis of newspaper 
outlets and television formats with a three-
wave panel survey, the study shows that the 
two channels matter for different segments 
of the electorate in direct democratic cam-
paigns: newspaper content shapes the vote 
choice of intensive readers, whereas televi-
sion content is particularly consequential 
for citizens with low political awareness. We 
warmly congratulate Guillaume Zumofen on 
this achievement. We also extend our sincere 
thanks to the members of the jury and to those 

involved in the pre-selection process for their 
careful and dedicated evaluation of the sub-
missions.

The General Section opens with “Navigat-
ing a narrow one-way street : A mixed-meth-
ods study on the perceived working condi-
tions, job satisfaction, and career perspectives 
of early-career scholars in communication 
science” by Sarah Marschlich (University 
of Amsterdam), Michelle Möri, and Quirin 
Ryffel (both University of Zurich). Addressing 
a topic of immediate relevance to our own ac-
ademic community, the authors draw on Her-
zberg’s two-factor theory of job satisfaction 
and social cognitive career theory and com-
bine focus group discussions with a survey 
of early-career scholars at Swiss higher edu-
cation institutions. The picture that emerges 
is mixed: scholars cherish the autonomy, in-
tellectual breadth, and flexibility of academic 
work, yet they struggle with heavy workloads, 
stress, and – above all – the uncertainty creat-
ed by temporary contracts and limited long-
term prospects, memorably captured in the 
image of academia as a “very narrow one-way 
street.” The article thereby provides a timely 
empirical foundation for the ongoing debate 
on making academic career paths more nav-
igable.

The second article, “Abusive lawsuits 
against media professionals in Switzerland: 
Insights from expert interviews and a nation-
wide survey” by Louis Schäfer, Mirco Saner, 
Guido Keel, and Vinzenz Wyss (all Zurich 
University of Applied Sciences), presents 
the first systematic empirical investigation 
of so-called Strategic Lawsuits Against Pub-
lic Participation (SLAPPs) in the Swiss media 

http://www.seismoverlag.ch
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2026.02.8630
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
mailto:philipp.bachmann.01@hslu.ch
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sector. Conducted as part of the National Ac-
tion Plan for the Safety of Media Professionals, 
the study combines interviews with legal ex-
perts and editors-in-chief with a nationwide 
survey of editorial managers and draws on 
Weischenberg’s onion model to assess the 
consequences of legal pressure at different 
levels of journalism. The findings paint a nu-
anced picture: documented SLAPP cases re-
main rare in Switzerland, and the very defini-
tion of the phenomenon is contested, yet even 
legitimate legal claims can drain newsroom 
resources, disrupt editorial routines, and 
foster self-censorship – effects that strike at 
journalism’s democratic watchdog function. 
While legal experts largely consider existing 
procedural safeguards sufficient, media pro-
fessionals call for reform; across both groups, 
however, there is support for non-legislative 
measures such as pooled legal resources, 
training, and greater public awareness.

The third contribution, “A longitudinal 
analysis of traditional news media coverage 
of immigration in Western Europe: Issue 
attention cycles and attribute clusters” by 
Maija Ozola-Schade (Technische Universität 
Ilmenau), adopts a long-term comparative 
perspective on one of Europe’s most contest-
ed public issues. Drawing on Downs’s issue 
attention cycle, the study traces how both the 
volume and thematic focus of immigration 
coverage evolved before, during, and after the 
2015 migration surge. It rests on an original 
dataset covering two decades (2001–2020) of 
newspaper coverage from six Western Euro-
pean countries, analysed with automated cod-

ing methods. The findings show that coverage 
varied widely across countries in times of rel-
ative stability, reflecting distinct national con-
texts, whereas the surge of immigrants in 2015 
triggered a strong but temporary convergence 
in salience and themes. Afterwards, nation-
al differences re-emerged, though not to the 
degree of fragmentation observed previously, 
and the theme of international responsibility, 
which rose to prominence at the height of the 
surge, remained visible thereafter. 

The issue concludes with a book review 
by Nicole Bizzotto (University of Zurich), 
who discusses Alberto Acerbi’s “Tecnopa-
nico: Media digitali, tra ragionevoli cautele 
e paure ingiustificate [Technopanic: Digital 
media, between reasonable precautions and 
unjustified fears].” In a debate that tends to 
oscillate between alarmism and techno-opti-
mism, Acerbi charts an empirically grounded 
middle path, showing how many contempo-
rary anxieties about digital media – from con-
spiracy theories to the effects of social media 
on mental health – echo historical cycles of 
moral panic and rest on weaker evidence than 
commonly assumed. As Bizzotto emphasises, 
the book invites scholars to treat audiences as 
capable agents rather than passive victims of 
manipulation and warns that overstating the 
dangers of misinformation may itself erode 
trust in accurate information.

We hope you will enjoy reading this issue.

Philipp Bachmann, Sina Blassnig, 
 and Thilo von Pape
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Navigating a narrow one-way street: A mixed-methods study 
on the perceived working conditions, job satisfaction, and career 
perspectives of early-career scholars in communication science
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Abstract
Research on the working conditions of early-career communication scholars in Switzerland remains scarce 
despite growing public attention to their precarious situation. Drawing on Herzberg’s two-factor theory of 
job satisfaction and social cognitive career theory, we explore (1) the experienced working conditions of 
early-career scholars at Swiss higher education institutions, (2) job (dis)satisfaction, (3) career perspec-
tives, (4) gender differences, and (5) potential improvements and responsible actors. To this end, we used 
a mixed-methods design that combined focus group discussions with a quantitative survey. While the re-
spondents highly valued flexibility in work, many respondents reported excessive workloads associated 
with pressure and stress. Job dissatisfaction was fueled by concerns about their professional and person-
al futures, which stemmed from nonpermanent contracts and limited career prospects. Factors such as 
personal relationships and exchanges with colleagues and superiors contributed to job satisfaction. The 
respondents viewed the university, professors, and political institutions as the most responsible for ad-
dressing working conditions, and they wished to see differentiated job profiles, improved family planning 
conditions, and more full-time and permanent positions. These empirical insights contribute to the discus-
sion about and improvement of the situation of early-career scholars.

Keywords
job satisfaction, communication science, working conditions, early-career scholars, mixed-methods design

1	 Introduction 

The precarious situation of early-career schol-
ars has increasingly been discussed in schol-
arly (e. g., Ryffel et al., 2022) and public (e. g., 
SRF, 2021) debates, as concerns about unsta-
ble employment conditions, limited career 
prospects, and mental health issues continue 
to grow. Early-career scholars are individuals 
at the beginning stages of their research ca-
reers, typically including recent doctoral stu-
dents, postdoctoral researchers, and junior 
faculty members who have not yet attained 
permanent and senior or professorial aca-
demic positions (see Frandsen & Nicolaison, 
2024).1 In this paper, we explore the percep-

1	 There is no universally agreed-upon definition, 
and criteria can vary by field, institution, or 

tions of early-career scholars in communica-
tion science and media research in Switzer-
land.2 

country, but early-career scholars are generally 
characterized by their limited years of experi-
ence since completing their highest degree or 
by their early publication record. We under-
stand early-career scholars based on the under-
standing of the academic “mid-level faculty” 
(“Mittelbau”) that exists in the German-speak-
ing system, that is, as employees who do not 
have a full or associate professorship, and often 
have a nonpermanent employment contract 
(i. e., doctoral students, postdoctoral scholars, 
senior research and teaching assistants, lectur-
ers, and assistant professors).

2	 To enhance readability, we will use the term 
communication science in the remainder of the 
paper. 

http://www.seismoverlag.ch
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.en
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2026.01.8100
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.en
mailto:s.marschlich@uva.nl
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Despite their central role in research 
(Wirth et al., 2008), the working conditions 
and precarious situation of early-career schol-
ars were long neglected in German-speaking 
countries, receiving little public attention or 
resistance from scholars. However, in recent 
years, this has begun to change: Institution-
al actors such as the Swiss Academy of Hu-
manities and Social Sciences (SAGW; Nauer, 
2022), the Swiss National Science Foundation 
(SNSF; Nicholson, 2022), and media outlets 
(e. g., SRF, 2021) have taken critical stances. 
In 2022, over 8 500 scientists signed the “Pe-
tition Academia,” which urged political inter-
vention to improve career stability. The Swiss 
Federal Council subsequently pledged to 
investigate the issue (Nationalrat, 2022; Pe-
tition Academia, n.d.), concluding that while 
progress has been made, further efforts are 
needed, particularly to support women (SFBI, 
2024a, b). The topic also became the subject of 
debate among communication scholars (e. g., 
Niemann-Lenz & Menke, 2020). 

The precarious working conditions of 
early-career scholars, characterized by short-
term contracts, limited job security, and 
unclear career progression, are deeply tied 
to their job satisfaction (e. g., Probst et al., 
2023). In communication science, research 
has found that scholars face intense pressure 
to publish and secure funding while lacking 
clear long-term career prospects (Hanitzsch 
et al., 2024). The resulting chronic dissatis-
faction and stress can reduce productivity, 
hinder creativity, and lead to mental health 
issues or early exit from research careers, with 
early-career researchers and those with non-
permanent contracts being particularly at risk 
(Hanitzsch et al., 2024; Ryffel et al., 2022). 

The precarious conditions of early-
career researchers affect not only individual 
satisfaction but also the long-term vitality of 
communication research in a system lacking 
stable, supportive foundations. As Ryffel et al. 
(2022) emphasized, poor working conditions 
may contribute to a growing “brain drain,” 
i. e., many talented and highly motivated 
young scholars are driven to leave academia 
entirely or seek more stable opportunities 
abroad. Such development negatively affects 
the quality and quantity of research output, 
potentially weakening Switzerland’s capaci-
ty to retain and cultivate the next generation 

of researchers, particularly in high-demand, 
competitive fields such as communication 
and media studies (see Seidl et al., 2016). 
Bahr et al. (2021, 2022) similarly warned that 
the structural insecurity and overwork experi-
enced by early-career scholars suppress inno-
vation, as researchers are forced to conform 
to mainstream, fundable topics. These pres-
sures make the academic path increasingly 
unattractive and contribute to the selective 
exit of highly qualified individuals who might 
otherwise enrich the academic system (see 
Khan, 2021). 

Against this background, it is crucial 
to gather empirical evidence regarding the 
working conditions, perceived career per-
spectives, and job satisfaction of early-career 
communication scholars, as these factors 
directly affect the sustainability and excel-
lence of academic research. Institutions and 
funders must understand and address these 
perceptions to enhance retention and devel-
op more effective support structures (Bahr 
et al., 2022). Applying Herzberg’s two-fac-
tor theory of job satisfaction (Herzberg et 
al., 1959) and social cognitive career theory 
(Lent et al., 1994), we explore (1) the working 
conditions of early-career scholars at Swiss 
higher education institutions, (2) factors 
influencing job (dis)satisfaction, (3) career 
perspectives, (4) gender differences, and 
(5) potential improvements and responsible 
actors. By understanding the experiences and 
perspectives of early-career communication 
scholars, our study seeks to help universi-
ties, policymakers, and funding bodies, such 
as the SNSF, develop more sustainable and 
attractive academic career pathways and to 
demonstrate how departments and senior 
staff can contribute to improving the situation 
of early-career scholars.

2	 Literature review

2.1	 Working conditions of early-career 
scholars in Switzerland 

The academic working conditions in Switzer-
land are shaped by national labor market in-
stitutions that affect early careers' job satisfac-
tion and its drivers. Switzerland’s multilingual 
and federalist political system, often de-
scribed as a “consensus democracy,” creates 
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a  distinct academic environment (Linder & 
Müller, 2021; Staatssekretariat für Bildung, 
Forschung und Innovation [SBFI], 2018). The 
country is wealthy, offers high living stand-
ards and salaries, and maintains an advanced 
research infrastructure that attracts interna-
tional academics (Nokkala et al., 2020; Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment [OECD], 2021; SBFI, 2018). In 
Switzerland, doctoral degrees are awarded 
exclusively by cantonal universities and fed-
eral institutes of technology, whereas other 
higher education institutions provide bache-
lor’s and master’s education but are not per-
mitted to confer doctorates. Doctoral students 
usually hold nonpermanent – but compara-
tively well-paid – contracts that combine re-
search and teaching. The system is highly in-
ternationalized, with large shares of non-Swiss 
staff and students (Nokkala et al., 2020; OECD, 
2021). Swiss universities perform strongly in 
global rankings and have a significant scien-
tific impact, and national policies aim to sus-
tain this position (Nokkala et al., 2020). De-
spite this strength, about 87% of early-career 
academics work on temporary contracts, 
leading to criticism of precarious employ-
ment (BSF, 2024; OECD, 2021; Ryffel et al., 
2022). Most positions below the rank of full 
professor are temporary. Careers usually be-
gin with a four- or five-year doctoral contract, 
followed by postdoctoral or senior research 
and teaching roles; assistant professorships 
are available but less common (SAGW, n. d.). 
Contract durations vary across institutions 
and funders, and some scientific employees, 
especially at universities of applied sciences, 
hold longer or permanent contracts. Switzer-
land has traditionally been characterized as a 
“male-breadwinner” country (Wise & Zang-
ger, 2017). Statutory paid parental leave is lim-
ited, and childcare provision varies between 
cantons, offering relatively little structural 
support for mothers’ full-time academic em-
ployment compared to several other Europe-
an countries (Nokkala et al., 2020).

Research on the working conditions 
of early-career communication scholars in 
Switzerland remains limited, and existing 
insights stem only from broader studies of 
German-speaking countries (Switzerland, 
Germany, and Austria). The most recent 
study showed that more than half of the re-

spondents had a full-time contract (Rihl et al., 
2024). Earlier studies showed similar condi-
tions for doctoral students (Wirth et al., 2005) 
and slightly better conditions for postdoctoral 
researchers (Wirth et al., 2008). One-third of 
researchers across all scientific disciplines 
in Germany are employed part-time (Kon-
sortium Bundesbericht Wissenschaftlicher 
Nachwuchs, 2021), while 42% of early-ca-
reer communication scholars have part-time 
contracts (Rihl et al., 2024). Moreover, most 
early-career communication researchers in 
Germany (85%) hold nonpermanent con-
tracts for approximately three years (Rihl et 
al., 2024). Nonpermanent employment is 
problematic as it increases employees’ fu-
ture anxiety, which can lower job satisfaction 
(Holderberg, 2020). 

In addition to short-term contracts, work 
overload remains a concern and has clear 
implications for job satisfaction. Early-career 
communication scholars in German-speak-
ing countries were found to exceed the 
29  contractual working hours per week by 
about 10 hours on average (German Com-
munication Research Association [DGPuK], 
2018); more recent findings indicate that 
they exceed the contractual working hours by 
five working hours (Rihl et al., 2024). Earli-
er studies reported weekly workloads of 41–
56  hours, with postdocs working more than 
doctoral students, and the largest discrepan-
cy between contracted and actual hours was 
found among doctoral candidates (Engesser 
& Magin, 2014). Although overtime appears to 
have decreased somewhat, it persists and may 
continue to undermine early-career commu-
nication scholars’ job satisfaction.

2.2	 Job satisfaction through the lens 
of Herzberg’s two-factor theory

Job satisfaction, commonly defined as a posi-
tive emotional state resulting from the ap-
praisal of one’s job or job experiences (Locke, 
1976), is critical to shaping professional com-
mitment, performance, and well-being. For 
early-career scholars, job satisfaction is espe-
cially relevant as it influences both their deci-
sion to remain in academia and their long-
term career development (Engesser & Magin, 
2014). 

To better understand the drivers of job 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction among ear-
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ly-career academics, we apply Herzberg’s 
two-factor theory (Herzberg et al., 1959), 
which distinguishes between motivators and 
hygiene factors. Motivators are intrinsic to the 
work itself and include factors such as 
achievement, recognition, responsibility, the 
nature of the work, and opportunities for 
growth and advancement. These elements 
generate positive attitudes toward work when 
fulfilled. In contrast, hygiene factors pertain 
to the job context, including salary, job secu-
rity, working conditions, interpersonal rela-
tionships, and work-life balance. While these 
factors do not inherently motivate, their ab-
sence can lead to dissatisfaction (Herzberg et 
al., 1959).

Studies in the German-speaking aca-
demic context show mixed levels of job satis-
faction among early-career scholars. Recent 
findings suggest a moderate overall level of 
job satisfaction (Rihl et al., 2024). Some ear-
lier research showed mean values slightly 
above neither being satisfied nor unsatisfied 
(DGPuK, 2018), while other early research 
indicated that early-career researchers were 
rather satisfied (Engesser & Magin, 2014; 
Wirth et al., 2008). The factors most frequent-
ly associated with job satisfaction encompass 
both Herzberg’s motivators and hygiene fac-
tors. Early-career scholars reported being 
particularly satisfied with the motivators and 
intrinsic elements of their academic work, 
most notably autonomy, freedom of choice 
regarding research topics, and exchange with 
colleagues about the scope of their work (DG-
PuK, 2018; Rihl et al., 2024). In addition, hy-
giene factors were identified as aspects that 
early-career scholars are satisfied with; these 
factors include good relationships with col-
leagues and the supervisor, flexible working 
hours, atmosphere at work, and social recog-
nition from supervisor, peers, and the broader 
academic community (DGPuK, 2018; Rihl et 
al., 2024; Wirth et al., 2008).

Regarding dissatisfaction, previous stud-
ies have identified aspects that align with 
Herzberg et al.’s (1959) theory as hygiene. Re-
cent research has identified departmental 
and university regulations as key sources of 
dissatisfaction among early-career scholars 
(Rihl et al., 2024). Earlier studies reported 
light to moderate dissatisfaction with income, 
workload, participation opportunities, career 

prospects, work-life balance, and job security 
(Wirth et al., 2008), with slight improvements 
later observed for workload, salary, and ca-
reer development (DGPuK, 2018). Although 
all these studies focused on early-career com-
munication scholars in German-speaking 
countries, the varying factors examined limit 
comparability. Insufficient hygiene factors 
can also affect physical and mental health: 
One in five participants reported negative 
health consequences related to work (DG-
PuK, 2018), with stress commonly linked to 
publication pressure, job insecurity, and hier-
archical structures (GfM, 2017).

Job satisfaction among early-career aca-
demics is also a widely researched topic inter-
nationally, and both common challenges and 
contextual differences have been revealed. 
An international comparison of 12 countries 
revealed moderate overall job satisfaction 
among academics at all career stages (Bent-
ley et al., 2013). Other research demonstrated 
that early-career scholars across disciplines 
and countries face a complex landscape 
marked by job insecurity (e. g., Civera et al., 
2024; Teichler & Schomburg, 2008), and 
many early-career scholars consider leaving 
academia due to dissatisfaction with their 
job, although some remain optimistic about 
future opportunities in both academic and 
nonacademic sectors (Hnátková et al., 2022). 
For communication scholars worldwide, 
Hanitzsch et al.’s (2024) study found moder-
ate overall job satisfaction. Importantly, there 
were no significant differences in job satisfac-
tion by career stage, employment condition, 
or gender (Hanitzsch et al., 2024). In contrast, 
Castellacci and Viñas-Bardolet (2021) found 
that academics with permanent contracts in 
European countries were generally more sat-
isfied with their jobs than those with nonper-
manent contracts. 

Hanitzsch et al. (2024) further showed 
that the highest satisfaction among commu-
nication scholars was most strongly associat-
ed with the meaningfulness of academic work 
and a personal sense of accomplishment. In 
contrast, organizational leadership and man-
agement, followed by career advancement 
opportunities, workload, and the compatibili-
ty of their jobs with ongoing job searches, were 
most weakly associated with job satisfaction 
(Hanitzsch et al., 2024). Finally, mental health 
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issues related to job satisfaction were found 
to be significantly higher among early-career 
communication scholars than among mid-
career and late-career scholars. Notably, 70% 
of those on temporary contracts reported such 
issues, compared to 56% with permanent po-
sitions (Hanitzsch et al., 2024). Key occupa-
tional stressors include publication pressure 
and uncertainty about future career prospects, 
which contribute to widespread mental health 
issues among communication scholars.

2.3	 Perceived career perspectives  
of early-career scholars 

Career development among early-career 
scholars is closely intertwined with job satis-
faction and can be understood through the 
lens of social cognitive career theory (SCCT; 
Lent et al., 1994). According to SCCT, career 
trajectories are shaped by the dynamic inter-
action of self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expec-
tations, and personal goals, all of which can be 
influenced by the broader work environment. 
Applied to academia, this means that confi-
dence in one’s research and teaching abilities 
(self-efficacy), belief in eventually securing a 
professorship or another permanent (senior) 
position (outcome expectations), and intrin-
sic motivation to pursue academic goals (per-
sonal goals) must align with a supportive en-
vironment to sustain commitment to an 
academic career.

International research on early-career 
scholars highlights the central roles of self-
efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and 
personal goals in shaping career perspectives 
(e. g., Mason & Merga, 2022). Research indi-
cates that hands-on engagement, feedback, 
and opportunities to observe peers are cru-
cial for developing self-efficacy. Early-career 
scholars often feel more confident commu-
nicating within academic circles than with 
broader audiences, and barriers such as a lack 
of training and encouragement and fear of 
negative feedback can hinder their self-belief 
and engagement outside academia (Mason 
& Merga, 2022). Participation in teaching de-
velopment programs and professional learn-
ing activities has been found to significantly 
strengthen teaching self-efficacy among 
early-career academics, with experience, sup-
port from colleagues, and self-reflection also 
playing important roles (Connoly et al., 2018).

Outcome expectations among early-ca-
reer scholars in Switzerland and other Ger-
man-speaking countries have been found to 
shift as they progress through the academic 
pipeline. Among Swiss postdoctoral research-
ers who applied for the SNSF career funding 
scheme, the percentage of those aspiring to 
a professorship dropped from 76% to 52% 
within four years of starting their postdoctoral 
project (Benz et al., 2024). In communication 
science, the perceived likelihood of attaining 
a professorship similarly declined: In 2005, 
14% of early-career scholars viewed their 
chances as (very) good, compared to just 
3% in 2014 (Engesser & Magin, 2014; Wirth 
et al., 2005). These perceptions, although not 
always accurate, reflect a growing pessimism 
about academic career prospects among 
early-career scholars, particularly doctoral 
students, who report lower perceived chanc-
es than postdoctoral scholars (Engesser & 
Magin, 2014). This disparity may partly be 
explained by the greater number of doctoral 
students competing for academic positions 
than postdocs (Engesser & Magin, 2014), re-
inforcing the idea that perceived opportunity 
significantly influences career commitment. 
At the same time, the lower intention among 
doctoral students to pursue an academic ca-
reer can be seen as a natural outcome, giv-
en that doctoral study is often pursued with 
diverse career goals in mind, including goals 
outside academia. 

When it comes to personal goals, prior 
research suggests that early-career schol-
ars in Switzerland, particularly postdoctoral 
researchers, often have strong intrinsic mo-
tivation and a commitment to research and 
remain in academia (Benz et al., 2024). Re-
search outside German-speaking countries 
also indicates that early-career scholars are 
generally driven by strong intrinsic motiva-
tions, such as a passion for research, intel-
lectual curiosity, and a commitment to con-
tributing to knowledge (Bland et al., 2005; 
Woolston, 2019). However, these motivations 
often coexist with growing concerns about 
career prospects and external challenges 
(European Commission, 2016; Mason et al., 
2013). Such concerns are often linked to the 
oversupply of doctoral graduates relative to 
available positions, creating a competitive 
and uncertain job market (Woolston, 2019).
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2.4	 Gender differences in early-career 
scholars’ work experiences and job 
satisfaction

The academic system continues to struggle 
with structural gender disparities. While the 
overall proportion of women in academia has 
increased in recent decades, studies show 
a decline in female representation as academ-
ic careers progress, a phenomenon widely 
known as the “leaky pipeline” (Hizli et al., 
2023). This trend is also evident in communi-
cation science (Rihl et al., 2024). Although 
women outnumber men at the student and 
early-career levels, they remain underrepre-
sented in senior academic positions. As of 
2019, one-third of communication science 
professors in Germany were female, and the 
higher the professorial rank, the more it was 
held by males (Prommer & Riesmeyer, 2020). 
Examining gender differences in job satisfac-
tion and career perspectives is crucial to un-
derstanding the reproduction of inequality in 
academic careers. This lens also helps us in-
terpret why women might be more likely to 
consider leaving academia, driven not by 
a lack of intrinsic motivation (a key motivator 
in Herzberg et al.’s [1959] terms) but by dissat-
isfaction with the external conditions that 
hinder equal participation and progression.

Gender differences in work experienc-
es and job satisfaction are best explained 
by a combination of gendered expectations 
(Clark, 1997), work orientations (Webber 
& Rogers, 2018), structural factors (Hauret 
& Williams, 2017), and social roles (Mason, 
1995), highlighting the importance of both 
individual attitudes and broader workplace 
and societal contexts in shaping job satisfac-
tion across genders. Gendered expectations 
and work orientations are reflected in the 
fact that women more often enter academic 
careers for extrinsic reasons, publish slight-
ly less, and spend less time on career-related 
activities than men, as research among com-
munication scholars in Germany has shown 
(Prommer et al., 2006). Across disciplines, re-
search in Switzerland has shown that women 
tend to assess their ability to meet academic 
demands more unfavorably than their male 
colleagues do (Benz et al., 2024). 

Studies outside German-speaking re-
gions have revealed that institutional cultures 
and social expectations significantly contrib-
ute to these gendered experiences (Hauret & 

Williams, 2017; Webber & Rogers, 2018). For 
example, implicit biases and gendered ex-
pectations about productivity and availability 
can undermine women’s career development 
and satisfaction (Clark, 1997; Mason, 1995). 
Likewise, Hanitzsch et al. (2024) found no-
table gender differences in the experience of 
occupational stressors among communica-
tion scholars worldwide across career stages. 
Women reported higher levels of stress than 
men, including stress related to publication 
pressure, future career prospects, financial 
well-being, academic reputation, and their 
ability to compete for work. Interestingly, the 
study found no significant gender differences 
in overall job satisfaction.

Structural factors contribute further to 
these disparities. Women in academia of-
ten face structural barriers, including lower 
pay, less job security, and shorter contract 
durations compared to their male peers 
(European Commission, 2016; Mason et al., 
2013). These challenges are compounded by 
difficulties accessing mentoring and profes-
sional networks, which are critical for career 
progression (Bird, 2011; Woolston, 2019). Fi-
nally, social roles play a key part in shaping 
work experiences, as well as work-life balance 
and stress. Women report greater struggles in 
balancing work and family responsibilities, 
leading to perceptions of poorer work-life 
balance and increased career-related stress, 
as international research has found within 
communication science (Hanitzsch et al., 
2024) and across various disciplines (Evans 
et al., 2018). With regard to Switzerland, re-
search has found that women are more likely 
to reduce their time commitment when they 
have children and report a drop in publication 
productivity, while men largely maintain their 
work intensity (Lüthi et al., 2021). 

2.5	 Research aims and questions
Due to demographic changes and the associ-
ated labor market shortage, it can be expected 
that recruiting qualified young academics will 
become a major challenge for higher educa-
tion institutions (see Böckelmann et al., 
2013). For these reasons, it is important to gain 
deeper, up-to-date insights into the profes-
sional situations of early-career communica-
tion scholars in Switzerland and to uncover 
and discuss relevant topics and expectations. 
Based on previous findings regarding early-
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career scholars in general and early-career 
communication scholars in particular, five 
main research questions (RQs) were derived:

	› RQ1: 	 How do early-career communica-
tion scholars in Switzerland perceive their 
current working conditions?

	› RQ2: 	 How satisfied are early-career schol-
ars with their jobs, and what drives their 
job satisfaction and dissatisfaction?

	› RQ3: 	 How do early-career communica-
tion scholars perceive their future career 
perspectives?

	› RQ4: 	 Do the perceived working condi-
tions and job satisfaction differ between 
female and male early-career scholars? 

	› RQ5: 	 What are early-career scholars’ sug-
gestions to improve their working situa-
tions, and who do they view as responsible 
for solving the issues related to the working 
situations?

3	 Method

3.1	 Research design and procedure
A mixed-methods design was applied to gain 
deeper insights into the perceptions of early-
career communication scholars, combining 
qualitative focus group discussions and 
a quantitative online survey administered to 
early-career communication scholars at Swiss 
higher education institutions. The focus 
groups aimed to provide in-depth insights 
into participants’ experiences and help iden-
tify key themes to answer the RQs. To assess 
the broader relevance and distribution of the 
identified themes, a subsequent quantitative 
survey was conducted. While this approach 
sought to complement the qualitative find-
ings with more generalizable data, the final 
sample size of the survey was smaller than 
expected, making robust statistical testing dif-
ficult, which is a major limitation of the sur-
vey. Nevertheless, the survey offers useful 
descriptive insights that allow us to extend the 
qualitative results. 

3.2	 Focus group discussions

3.2.1 Sample
A list of all early-career scholars employed in 
communication (and media) science depart-
ments at Swiss higher education institutions 

(N = 320) was compiled. The list was based on 
publicly available information, i. e., websites 
of the departments / higher education insti-
tutions. The inclusion criteria were as follows: 
1) employed at a Swiss higher education in-
stitutions (see Online Material), 2) employed 
at a department with a partial or full research 
focus on communication and/or media stud-
ies, 3) involved in research and/or teaching 
at the department, and 4) not employed as 
an associate or full professor. The identified 
scholars were contacted via email in English, 
German, and French, provided with informa-
tion on the study, and invited to participate in 
the focus group discussion. A total of 27 indi-
viduals expressed interest ; however, five peo-
ple dropped out during the scheduling pro-
cess due to scheduling conflicts, short-notice 
illness, or personal reasons.

The final sample comprised 22 early-
career communication scholars. Thirteen 
participants identified as female (59%) and 
nine as male (41%). Seven (five females, two 
males) participants were postdocs, and 15 
(eight females, seven males) were doctoral 
students. The participants were affiliated with 
five different communication science depart-
ments across three language regions (Univer-
sität Bern, Université de Fribourg, Università 
della Svizzera Italiana, Universität Zürich, and 
Zürcher Hochschule für Angewandte Wis-
senschaften). Two participants (9%) were 
employed at a university of applied sciences, 
while the rest were employed at research uni-
versities. Each focus group consisted of two to 
four participants. When forming the groups, 
we aimed for homogeneity in career level. 
Four groups comprised doctoral students, 
one included postdoctoral scholars, and one 
was mixed due to an insufficient number of 
participants to form separate groups.

3.2.2 Procedure
Before the interviews started, digital informed 
consent was given. The focus group discus-
sions followed an inductively developed in-
terview guide (see the online supplementary 
material on OSF).3 The guide was pretested 
with five scientists with expertise in the Swiss 
higher education system. The interview guide 
consisted of four blocks: 1) personal goals 

3	 Available at : https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.
IO/4TG9Y  

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/4TG9Y
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/4TG9Y
https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_marschlich_et_al__supplementary_materials.pdf
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and motivations, 2) perceptions of their 
working conditions and of the depiction of 
early-career scholars’ working conditions in 
the public, 3) possible improvements to the 
current working conditions and the respon-
sibility of different actors to act on them, and 
4) career perspectives. To obtain as much in-
formation as possible, the questions were for-
mulated as open-ended. For the second block, 
participants received two texts discussing the 
working conditions of early-career scholars to 
inspire the discussion. One text was a news 
article from SRF (Bonanomi, 2021), and the 
other was an opinion piece published by the 
SAGW (Nauer, 2021).

Two trained student research assistants 
led the focus group discussions between No-
vember 2021 and January 2022. Two of the 
discussions were held in English, and four 
were held in German. The interviews were 
conducted via Zoom to comply with health 
policy measures during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and to lower participation barriers. All 
discussions were recorded, transcribed, and 
anonymized. During the anonymization, gen-
der and position (doctoral candidate “doc” 
and postdoc) information was retained. The 
interviews lasted between 60 and 80 minutes. 

3.2.3 Data analysis
Based on the transcripts, we conducted 
a  qualitative content analysis using MAXQ-
DA. Following Mayring (2014), we deductive-
ly derived main categories from the research 
questions and the interview guide. Then, we 
created new categories and subcategories 
inductively from the transcripts of the focus 
group discussions. The categories were re-
dacted and applied to the coding material. 
In this way, categories derived from previous 
research could be included, and new (sub)
categories derived inductively could be added 
(see online material on OSF).

3.3	 Quantitative online survey
An online survey of early-career communica-
tion scholars in Switzerland was used in ad-
dition to the focus groups to answer our RQs. 
In the survey, which took place in July and 
August 2022, early career scholars were asked 
about their perceptions and evaluation of their 
current working situation, future career per-
spectives, (dis)satisfaction with their work, 
and experiences with gender differences.

3.3.1 Sample
Drawing on publicly available information 
and the current list of SACM early-career 
members, the list of early-career communi-
cation scholars in Switzerland that we created 
for the focus group recruitment was updat-
ed. A total of 336 early-career scholars were 
contacted via email in English, German, and 
French, and the survey was promoted among 
members in the SACM newsletter. Sixty peo-
ple participated in the survey (response rate: 
19%). After data cleansing (e. g., excluding 
those who were not early-career scholars, 
those who quit after the sociodemographic 
questions, and those with too many missing 
values), a sample of 41 participants remained, 
i. e., the final response rate was 13%. The low 
response rate and potential selection bias 
strongly limit the generalizability of the find-
ings and should be considered when inter-
preting them.

Of the final sample, 68% identified as fe-
male, 28% as male, and 2% as diverse.4 Par-
ticipants were between 24 and 60 years old 
(M = 32.88, SD = 6.97), and they were doctor-
al students (61%), postdoctoral researchers 
(24%), and lecturers with doctoral degrees 
(7%). One participant (2%) was an assistant 
professor on a tenure-track, one participant 
(2%) held a position as a scientific employee/
researcher without qualification purposes, 
and one participant responded with “other” 
(2%). Compared to the contacted population 
(see Table SM1), doctoral students were over-
represented, while lecturers and scientific 
employees were underrepresented.

Most participants were employed at a re-
search university (78%), and 22% were em-
ployed at universities of applied sciences. 
Eighty percent worked in the German-speak-
ing part of Switzerland, while 20% worked in 
the French-speaking part. Despite the recruit-
ment effort, no early-career researchers from 
the Italian-speaking part of the country partic-
ipated. Compared to the contacted population 
(see Table SM1), participants from the Ger-
man- and French-speaking parts were slightly 
overrepresented, while no participants from 
the Italian-speaking region took part, despite 
making up 15% of the contacted group.

4	 Due to rounding to whole percentages, the sum 
of the reported proportions may not equal 100%.
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Most participants were born in Swit-
zerland (51%, N = 21), followed by Germany 
(32%, N = 13). Other countries of birth in-
cluded Denmark, France, Argentina, Russia, 
Ukraine, and the USA, each represented by 
one to two individuals. Information on the 
country in which respondents obtained their 
PhD was available for 14 individuals. Of those, 
half (N = 7) received their doctorate in Swit-
zerland, while the rest earned their degree in 
Germany (N = 4), the Netherlands (N = 2), or 
the USA (N = 1).

3.3.2 Procedure and measurements
At the beginning of the survey, the partici-
pants received study information and provid-
ed informed consent. Participants were given 
a definition of the targeted population: schol-
ars at Swiss higher education institutions in 
the field of communication and media scienc-
es who are not employed in a full or associate 
professorship. If they could not identify them-
selves with this description, they were 
screened out. They were then asked to provide 
sociodemographics, followed by questions 
about their job situation, working conditions, 
(dis)satisfaction, work-life balance, reasons 
for working in academia, and career goals.

The measurements were developed 
based on existing research and the findings of 
the qualitative focus groups and, the items 
were presented in a randomized order. The 
items are included in the main text or in the 
figures of our results section. The anonymized 
data and material are openly available on 
OSF.5 Participants could choose their pre-
ferred language (English, German, or French). 
Unless otherwise mentioned, all items were 
assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (e. g., “strongly disagree”) to 5 (e. g., 
“strongly agree”).

4	 Results

We integrated the results of the qualitative and 
quantitative studies to answer the five re-
search questions about early-career commu-
nication scholars’ perceptions of their working 
conditions (RQ1), their satisfaction and dis-
satisfaction with work (RQ2), their perceived 

5	 Available at : https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.
IO/4TG9Y 

career perspectives (RQ3), gender differences 
in perceptions (RQ4), and their suggestions to 
improve their working situations (RQ5). 

4.1	 RQ1: Working conditions  
of early-career scholars

In the following section, we present key de-
scriptive statistics from the survey to describe 
the working conditions of early-career com-
munication scholars in Switzerland. Some of 
these descriptive statistics are complemented 
by insights from the focus groups. On average, 
the early-career scholars had a part-time con-
tract covering 79% (SD = 17.65). On average, 
respondents had 32 contracted weekly work-
ing hours (SD = 7.52). However, on average, 
they indicated working 10 additional hours 
each week (M = 10.28, SD = 9.35). 11% indicat-
ed working the contracted time and 14% 
working an additional 20 hours on top of the 
contracted time per week.

Eighty-three percent (N = 34) of the par-
ticipants reported having a nonpermanent 
contract, with an average contract duration of 
42 months (SD = 20.34). 17% (N = 7) indicated 
that they had a permanent contract. Among 
doctoral students who reported their con-
tract status, 88% (N = 22) indicated being em-
ployed on nonpermanent contracts. Similar-
ly, 75% (N = 12) of the respondents who held 
a doctoral degree or were in positions that did 
not require one also reported being employed 
on nonpermanent contracts. For those par-
ticipants with nonpermanent contracts, 29% 
(N = 10) were promised a contract extension, 
and 9% (N = 3) were offered a conversion 
to a  permanent position. For 29% (N = 10), 
a  contract extension was not promised. For 
21% (N = 7), prolongation was impossible be-
cause the maximum time was reached (i. e., 
qualification). For 6% (N = 2), prolongation of 
the nonpermanent contract was not desired.

In the focus groups, two themes emerged 
when discussing the perceptions and assess-
ments of early-career scholars regarding their 
work conditions: work-life balance and family 
planning and childcare. The focus group dis-
cussions revealed several subthemes related 
to work-life balance. First, working outside of 
“normal” hours was frequently mentioned.

You know how much everyone else is working, 

and you don’t know when it’s enough to stop 

working, and you do not have to work on the 

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/4TG9Y
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/4TG9Y
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weekends anymore. So, I would like to have a free 

weekend, but when I see that eighty percent of my 

colleagues are online on [Microsoft] Teams, and 

I can see that, then I just don’t take the weekend 

off. (P2, doc, female)

Some participants mentioned that they do not 
take holidays because of the high workload 
and perceived pressure to work : “In the last 
two years, I’ve had maybe 20 free weekends, 
and even then, it was more like a day or so. 
Otherwise, I’ve always worked through, and 
this year, I haven’t had any vacation at all” (P6, 
doc, female). Moreover, the focus group par-
ticipants stated that balancing an academic 
career with relationships and friendships is 
a major challenge.

I would say that the challenges of flexibility or mo-

bility [are] not only limited to partners but also 

to friends. I am regularly disappointed that I live 

far away from home. [...] If I go back [to my home 

country], I’ll always have to decide where I go. Do 

I visit my family? Do I visit my friends? [...] Some-

times, I think it would be good to move back to 

where I studied because many of my friends still 

live there. (P54, doc, male)

Related to that, many scholars noted that their 
private lives suffer from their demanding work 
schedules, leaving them with little time for 
family, friendships, or personal pursuits. 

When it comes to caring for children or 
family members and starting a family, par-
ticipants were very critical and described 
having children as a “major disadvantage” 
because they would always be compared to 
colleagues without children, for example, by 
their colleagues or superiors. They adapt to 
this by lowering their expectations of them-
selves, believing it is impossible to perform 
as well as their colleagues without children. 
Participants who wanted to have children ex-
pressed negative views about the conditions 
in Switzerland. However, they did not dare to 
take more time off, even if they could, because 
they would then “fall out of the publication 
flow too quickly.”

To gain further insights into work-life bal-
ance, which emerged as a major theme in the 
focus groups, we asked early-career commu-
nication scholars about this topic in the survey 
(Figure 1). The respondents strongly agreed 
that they can work flexibly and decide for 
themselves when to start and/or finish their 
work. As Figure 1 illustrates, this agreement 
was similar among most of the participants. 
However, they also somewhat agreed that they 
are regularly occupied with work in their free 
time and often have little or no free time.

Work overload and its impact on mental 
health emerged as another key theme in the 
focus group discussions. Focus group partici-
pants expressed concerns about the workload 

Figure 1:	 Perceived work-life balance of early-career communication scholars
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7% 10% 34% 46%

7% 17% 37% 37%

10% 17% 29% 24% 20%

12% 34% 17% 29% 7%Because of my work I have
little or no free time

I have enough time for private things
and obligations besides work

In my free time I still deal
with my work duties

I have many choices over when
I begin and end each workday

I can easily choose to do
some of my work at home
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1 = strongly disagree
2
3
4
5 = strongly agree

Note: Question: To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Please indicate your answers on a scale from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. N = 41.
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and the pressure to take on additional tasks. 
Participants associated the constant strain 
with psychological and physical complaints. 
Common experiences discussed among the 
respondents were feelings of time pressure 
and perceived expectations to work beyond 
their contractual obligations. Unpaid over-
time, particularly during evenings and week-
ends, was also widely discussed, with many 
noting that such efforts often go unnoticed 
and uncompensated. Most focus group par-
ticipants indicated that exceeding their offi-
cial working hours had become the norm. No-
tably, some expressed feelings of guilt : “I kind 
of feel bad when I do not regularly work during 
the weekend” (P17, postdoc, female).

To gain more specific insights into how 
early-career scholars perceive work overload 
and mental health issues, we asked survey 
participants to rate the frequency with which 
they experience these issues (1 = very rarely or 
never; 5 = very frequently or always). Figure 2 
shows how early-career scholars perceive 
their workload and mental health issues. 

4.2	 RQ2: (Dis)satisfaction with work 
among early-career scholars

(Dis)satisfaction with work was discussed in 
the focus groups, and the discussions revealed 
several themes, subthemes, and drivers relat-
ed to job (dis)satisfaction. Subsequently, we 
asked survey participants to assess their job 

satisfaction and the various drivers of (dis)
satisfaction identified in the focus groups.

4.2.1 Drivers of job satisfaction
A central theme contributing to job satisfac-
tion was the ability to pursue personal interests 
through academic work. Scholars have em-
phasized intrinsic motivation, which includes 
having ample time to follow one’s own ques-
tions and intellectual passions. Another im-
portant factor is the field’s breadth. The op-
portunity to explore a wide range of topics 
within communication and media studies, 
including related areas, enriches the work ex-
perience. Moreover, the variety of tasks within 
academic roles adds to these jobs’ appeal. Un-
derlying many of these factors is the percep-
tion that the work of early-career communica-
tion scholars holds societal relevance. The 
belief that their scholarly contributions mat-
ter beyond academia enhances motivation 
and satisfaction. Autonomy also emerged as 
a  key theme. The ability to choose research 
questions and design one’s own projects is re-
garded as empowering and satisfying. Flexi-
bility, particularly in time management, fur-
ther enhances this autonomy, enabling 
early-career scholars to balance professional 
and personal demands better than in many 
other professions.

While intrinsic motivators are para-
mount, financial security was also mentioned 

Figure 2:	 Perceptions of workload and mental health among early-career scholars
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as relevant. Participants stated that stable 
remuneration, including support for confer-
ence attendance and training, enhances their 
satisfaction. The job position and contractual 
stability also play a role. Having a more per-
manent contract provides a sense of security 
that positively influences satisfaction.

Finally, participants highlighted social 
factors that contribute to their job satisfaction. 
Participants appreciated social interaction 
and collaboration, whether through working 
in research groups or engaging with a com-
munity. Strong team dynamics and supportive 
leadership were also emphasized. Feeling part 
of a team that offers practical, educational, 
and psychological support creates a positive 
work environment. Interaction with students 
also contributes to job satisfaction, as the 
focus groups showed. Positive feedback and 
a sense of contributing to their learning were 
frequently mentioned as rewarding aspects.

4.2.2 Drivers of job dissatisfaction
In addition to drivers of job satisfaction, sev-
eral factors contributing to job dissatisfaction 
were identified in the focus groups. A promi-
nent issue was the uncertainty and instability 
surrounding both professional and personal 
life, largely due to nonpermanent contracts 
and unclear career prospects. The lack of 
a  long-term perspective would make future 
planning difficult and contribute to stress. 
Postdoctoral researchers in particular stated 
that nonpermanent contracts would increase 
competitiveness, and that the perceived pres-
sure would restrict their long-term planning, 
encourage unpaid overtime, and lead to in-
voluntary mobility. This was described as 
a burden disrupting personal lives and rela-
tionships: 

This forced mobility, I mean, we are expected 

to go somewhere else for our postdoc and then 

spend another two months in New York. This is 

only possible if you force your partner to sacrifice 

their life unconditionally. […] Perhaps it [the mo-

bility] has its reasons, but for my personal satis-

faction, it massively restricts it. (P22, doc, female)

Publication pressure was another central 
theme, with focus group participants de-
scribing constant pressure to publish, which 
often diminished their satisfaction. Publica-
tion pressure also affects research quality: “To 

really have a great research contribution, you 
need more time and also the freedom to get 
to one conclusive result without having the 
concern to publish two or three papers per 
year” (P20, postdoc, male). Related to that, 
participants voiced criticism of the academic 
work culture, which was often perceived as 
unhealthy and demotivating. The pressure to 
overwork was similarly widespread among 
the respondents and was closely tied to un-
paid overtime and inadequate compensation, 
which were also named as major sources of 
dissatisfaction.

Excessive workloads and performance 
pressure, as well as the fear of taking sick leave, 
were often mentioned alongside consistent-
ly high levels of stress, which was discussed 
as a  major factor in job dissatisfcation. The 
downside of flexible working hours, i. e., the 
blurring of the boundary between work and 
personal time, was also mentioned. A  com-
petitive environment further contributes to 
job dissatisfaction, with participants noting 
that limited career opportunities and inter-
nal competition lead to comparison and in-
security. Many described a feeling of a lack 
of perspective, as the path to a professorship 
was uncertain and narrow – and not always 
aligned with their motivations.

Moreover, social factors, including poor 
or toxic relationships with supervisors and 
a lack of appreciation, were mentioned as 
drivers of dissatisfaction. A poor relationship 
among doctoral students, for instance, was re-
lated to a lack of exchange. Likewise, a strong 
sense of dependence on senior academics for 
career development was seen as a source of 
frustration and vulnerability. This was fueled 
by the perception that career advancement 
generally depended more on personal con-
nections than on merit or academic quality, 
further undermining trust in the system. In 
addition to extrinsic factors, participants also 
mentioned intrinsic factors and questioned 
the impact of their work.

In the survey, we asked participants how 
satisfied they were with their work in gen-
eral and with the aspects found in the focus 
groups. Overall, while most participants were 
(rather) satisfied (61%) with their jobs, a sub-
stantial proportion were (rather) dissatisfied 
(29%), and 10% were undecided. Figure 3 
shows their agreement with the identified 
drivers of (dis)satisfaction at work.
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4.3	 RQ3: Career perspectives  
of early-career scholars 

Early-career scholars’ career perspectives 
were covered in the focus group and the sur-
vey. In the focus groups, several participants 
stated that they wanted to stay in academia 
and continue researching and teaching but 
that the position they have in mind does not 
need to be a professorship. In line with that, in 
the survey, we found that 66% of participants 
(very) strongly aspire to an academic career, 
while 10% partly, 15% rather weakly, and 10% 
do not aspire to one.

Many participants in the focus groups 
stated that they saw no alternative career goals 
beyond professorships. As professorships are 
scarce in Switzerland (and beyond, particu-
larly in German-speaking countries), sever-
al participants reported feeling pressured to 
work even harder.

To me, this career focuses very strongly on be-

coming a professor. It seems as if this is the only 

model of success, and there is only one way. There 

are very few alternative models. And this causes 

uncertainty because it’s a one-way street – a very 

narrow one-way street. (P9, postdoc, male)

When we asked survey participants about 
their future career prospects in academia, 3% 
rated their chances as (rather) high, 20% as 
partly high, and 46% as (very) low. In line with 
that, 46% (very) often worry about their future 
career, 54% partly/seldomly worry, and no-
body indicated never worrying about their 
future career. 

During the focus group discussions, 
participants mentioned numerous reasons 
that led them to pursue an academic career 
as communication scholars and highlighted 
several positive aspects of working in aca-
demia, such as the wide variety of tasks they 
do, the scientific and social exchange with 
interesting colleagues, and their high level of 
involvement in the topics they research. Fur-
thermore, some participants appreciated the 
high level of independence in terms of what 
they do and when they do it. Some also appre-
ciated the international orientation and rec-
ognition associated with an academic career.

Figure 3:	 Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with several work-related aspects among early-career 
scholars
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a scale from 1 = “very dissatisfied” to 5 = “very satisfied.” N = 32.    
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Based on these qualitative findings, we 
asked the survey participants to rate sever-
al reasons for pursuing an academic career. 
Generally, the identified reasons for pursuing 
an academic career were confirmed (Fig-
ure 4), with interest in communication science 
as the most important factor, followed by the 
opportunity to critically engage with scientif-
ic topics, the variety of tasks and topics, and 
the exchange within the community. Neither 
social recognition of academics nor salary 
contributed to pursuing an academic career.

Subsequently, the survey respondents 
were asked to what extent some aspects de-
rived from the focus groups represent rea-
sons for them to avoid an academic career 
(Figure  5). The most relevant factors were 
nonpermanent contracts and the difficulty 
of planning their future. Less important were 
expected mobility and pressure to publish. 
Participants showed greater disagreement 
regarding expected mobility and pressure to 
publish.

4.4	 RQ 4: Gender-specific findings in  
early-career scholars’ perceptions  
of their work

In the focus groups, several female partici-
pants mentioned that early-career female 
scholars are (still) disadvantaged compared 
to their male colleagues and that parents are 
disadvantaged compared to childless col-
leagues. Therefore, some focus group partici-
pants reported carefully considering whether 
they wanted to start a family or continue their 
career. Most agreed that it seems almost im-
possible to combine both. While it was noted 
that fathers face disadvantages in this regard 
as well, it was often agreed that mothers suffer 
more because parental leave is rarely consid-
ered in Swiss academia when evaluating job 
performance.

If you’re planning to build a family, this kind of 

salary and all the uncertainty that comes with ac-

ademia makes it difficult. Because we still need to 

finish our PhDs, then look for postdoc positions, 

which might not even be in the same place. […] 

My career is directly tied to our relationship in the 

Figure 4:	 Reasons affecting the decision to pursue an academic career
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sense that we’re constantly asking, “Where are we 

going to go next year?” And I’m extremely lucky 

because I found someone who understands this, 

but it’s something that can be done once or twice. 

(P17, doc, male)

The quantitative survey’s sample was too 
small and unbalanced to allow for robust, sys-
tematic checks of statistical differences be-
tween female and male researchers. Still, we 
want to highlight some descriptive findings 
for comparing female and male researchers. 
For general satisfaction with their current 
work situation, males were less satisfied (50% 
rather or very unsatisfied) than their female 
colleagues (21% rather or very unsatisfied). 
Sixty-eight percent of males (very) strongly 
strive for an academic career, while 58% of 
their female colleagues do so as well. Moreo-
ver, the percentage of male early-career re-
searchers (very) strongly aiming for a profes-
sorship is higher (50%) than the percentage of 
female early-career researchers (32%). At the 
same time, the share of females who see rela-
tively high chances of pursuing an academic 
career (43%) is higher than that of their male 
counterparts (17%).

Differences between females and males 
also emerged regarding family planning. Six 
survey participants reported having at least 
one child (five women and one man). Among 

survey participants, almost one-third report-
ed postponing their plans to have a child due 
to their academic career. Thus, differences 
across genders emerged. Among females, 
the desire to have a child is postponed more 
often (36%) than among male participants 
(17%). However, as only 29% of our sample 
was male (n = 12), these gender-related differ-
ences could also be due to other factors (e. g., 
“academic age”).

4.5	 RQ5: Early-career scholars’ 
suggestions for improvement

In the focus group discussions, participants 
expressed a range of structural improvement 
needs that could increase fairness, motiva-
tion, and stability in academic jobs. First, sug-
gestions related to mentorship and academic 
support structures were brought up. Many par-
ticipants expressed a desire for more distribut-
ed supervisory arrangements, suggesting that 
having two or more supervisors could en-
hance the quality of doctoral supervision and 
reduce dependence on a single individual. 
This was , however, linked to concerns about 
the uneven quality of academic mentoring.

Second, suggestions concerning employ-
ment conditions and career pathways were 
mentioned. In the context of the lack of viable 
long-term positions below the professorial 
level, several participants pointed to interna-

Figure 5:	 Reasons against an academic career
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tional models, such as lecturer positions in 
the UK. Participants called for more full-time 
positions, noting that part-time contracts fre-
quently did not reflect the actual workload. 
Furthermore, the expectation of geographic 
mobility between career stages was criticized. 
Some participants advocated for greater flexi-
bility to remain at the same institution. Final-
ly, participants proposed a clearer differenti-
ation of academic roles, suggesting that new 
positions be created to assume management 
or administrative tasks currently expected of 
research staff and professors.

Third, suggestions focused on workload, 
compensation, and regulation were raised. 
Participants reported discrepancies between 
the contracted work and the actual work 
performed. Many emphasized the need for 
clearer legal frameworks that tie contractual 
percentages to enforceable hour limits. Re-
latedly, participants described how perfor-
mance indicators such as publication counts 
or monthly output reports undermined both 
motivation and the intrinsic value of research 

work. A need for greater recognition of invisi-
ble academic labor was also noted, including 
travel to conferences, committee work, and 
unpaid contributions that extend beyond for-
mal job descriptions.

Other suggestions focus on improving 
work-life balance and care responsibilities. 
Participants who were parents emphasized 
the lack of adequate childcare support. Some 
researchers have also advocated for more 
flexible or part-time models of professorship. 
Finally, suggestions for improvement cen-
tered on funding and institutional resources. 
There was broad concern about the overre-
liance on competitive third-party grants and 
the resulting employment instability. Several 
participants proposed redirecting more fi-
nancial resources to university funding rath-
er than individual projects. This, they argued, 
would allow institutions to offer more perma-
nent positions and invest in long-term teach-
ing and research quality. Some also called 
for a  more fundamental restructuring of ac-
ademic career models to broaden the range 

Figure 6:	 Suggestions to improve working conditions
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of available roles and ensure a better match 
between individual skills, institutional needs, 
and societal relevance.

Based on suggestions from the focus 
groups regarding improving the current work-
ing situation, we asked survey participants to 
assess how much each factor would improve 
their working conditions (Figure 6; 1 = not at 
all, 5 = very much). All factors were mostly 
rated as rather or very much improving. On 
average, participants rated the differentiation 
of job profiles, better conditions for family 
planning and/or childcare, more full-time po-
sitions, and more permanent positions as the 
most influential factors for improving their 
current working conditions.

5	 Discussion and conclusion

This study examined (RQ1) the working condi-
tions of early-career communication scholars, 
(RQ2) their (dis)satisfaction with work, (RQ3) 
career prospects, (RQ4) gender differences in 
these perceptions and in satisfaction with 
work, and (RQ5) their suggestions for im-
provement. Using qualitative focus groups and 
a quantitative online survey, the findings pro-
vide insights into the situation of early-career 
communication scholars in Switzerland. 

Understanding the working conditions of 
early-career communication scholars (RQ1) is 
essential for interpreting the factors driving 
their job satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Ear-
ly-career communication scholars in Switzer-
land typically work on nonpermanent con-
tracts, often with unclear prospects for 
renewal. Only 34% of survey participants re-
ported holding full-time positions – lower 
than the 58% reported in Germany (Rihl et al., 
2024). Our findings mirror the situation in 
Germany for early-career communication 
scholars (Rihl et al., 2024) and align with the 
findings for Switzerland across disciplines 
(Liechti et al., 2022). Our findings further res-
onate with a broad body of research revealing 
that early-career scholars in Europe, includ-
ing Switzerland, face precarious employment 
characterized by widespread job insecurity, 
part-time and nonpermanent contracts, and 
thus high competition for permanent aca-
demic positions (Civera et al., 2024; Teichler 
& Schomburg, 2008). This precariousness is 

a  significant source of professional anxiety 
(DGPuK, 2018; Rihl et al., 2024; Wirth et al., 
2008). For many scholars, such job insecurity 
poses an existential threat to their academic 
career aspirations and well-being, prompting 
some to consider leaving academia (Hnát-
ková et al., 2022).

Overall job satisfaction (RQ2) was at 
a  moderate or good level, confirming the 
findings from Germany (Rihl et al., 2024). 
Early-career communication scholars in 
Switzerland identified nonpermanent con-
tracts, issues with work-life balance, unclear 
career trajectories, and excessive workload 
as key sources of dissatisfaction, i. e., factors 
aligned with Herzberg’s hygiene dimensions 
and consistent with prior studies in the Ger-
man-speaking context (DGPuK, 2018; Rihl 
et al., 2024; Wirth et al., 2008). Despite im-
provements (DGPuK, 2018; Rihl et al., 2024), 
early-career communication scholars contin-
ue to face long working hours and challenges 
balancing professional and personal life, con-
cerns well documented internationally across 
other disciplines (European Commission, 
2016; Woolston, 2019). The absence of ade-
quate hygiene factors prevents deeper mo-
tivational engagement from emerging. Our 
results also highlight the interplay between 
hygiene factors and mental health among 
early-career scholars, a relationship that is 
gaining increasing attention (Hanitzsch et 
al., 2024). 

At the same time, early-career scholars 
in our study highlighted elements they con-
sidered genuinely satisfying and meaningful, 
such as opportunities for research autonomy, 
intellectual exchange, and student super-
vision – findings that resonate with those of 
Hanitzsch et al. (2024). Moreover, some hy-
giene factors, such as collegial relationships 
and flexible hours, were perceived positive-
ly, which aligns with prior research (DGPuK, 
2018; Rihl et al., 2024). Herzberg et al.’s theory 
(1959) suggests that these factors are insuffi-
cient on their own to foster job satisfaction, 
and our study indicates that some motivating 
factors can easily be overshadowed by the 
strain of navigating an unsustainable system.

 Another important factor in considering 
early-career scholars’ working situation is 
their future career perspectives (RQ3). Many 
early-career scholars expressed that they 
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were discouraged about their possible career 
perspectives. From the perspective of SCCT, 
this discouragement reflects a misalignment 
between strong intrinsic motivation (person-
al goals) and pessimistic expectations regard-
ing the likelihood of obtaining a long-term 
academic position (outcome expectations). 
The lack of alternatives to professorships as 
long-term positions reinforces insecurity and 
unhealthy work behaviors. Although many 
early-career communication scholars remain 
motivated to pursue an academic career, this 
insecurity highlights the need for alternative, 
permanent scientific roles, echoing previous 
research (Benz et al., 2024; Engesser & Magin, 
2014; Wirth et al., 2005). 

Regarding gender differences (RQ4), our 
findings showed that more male researchers 
aim for professorships than females, which 
is in agreement with the findings of Wirth et 
al. (2005, 2008). Female early-career scholars 
face additional challenges compared to their 
male colleagues, such as balancing family 
and an academic career. Additionally, pater-
nal leave is hardly considered when perfor-
mances are evaluated, adding inequalities 
to female scholars who often take a more 
extended break after the birth of their child. 
In SCCT terms, these gendered structural 
barriers shape self-efficacy and reduce wom-
en’s outcome expectations, which may help 
explain their lower intention to pursue pro-
fessorships. 

Finally, to improve working conditions 
(RQ5), participants emphasized the impor-
tance of permanent contracts and differenti-
ated job profiles. These demands align with 
initiatives such as the “Petition Academia” 
and SAGW’s proposals to expand the ac-
ademic “Third Space” (Hildbrand, 2018), 
which offer greater stability and compatibil-
ity with family responsibilities. The concept 
of the “Third Space” in universities refers to 
roles situated between academic research 
and administration. However, these roles are 
sometimes perceived as less prestigious or as 
fallback options (Nauer, 2020; Zürcher, 2021), 
thus reducing their perceived outcome value 
from an SCCT viewpoint. 

5.1	 Limitations and future research
This study has several limitations. First, the 
definition of early-career scholars remains 
fluid and context dependent. There is no uni-

versally agreed-upon definition, as criteria 
can vary across disciplines, institutional con-
texts, funding agencies, and national research 
policies. Second, there may be self-selection 
bias in the survey and focus group samples, as 
participants might disproportionately repre-
sent those dissatisfied with their academic 
situation. This could lead to an overrep-
resentation of critical perspectives, skewing 
the findings toward more negative assess-
ments of working conditions and career pros-
pects. Future studies should employ more 
systematic sampling methods and broader 
outreach to include a wider range of perspec-
tives.

Third, the quantitative survey’s relatively 
small sample size limited statistical analyses 
of subgroup differences, such as gender, ca-
reer stage, or institutional type. Early-career 
scholars from Switzerland’s French- and Ital-
ian-speaking regions were underrepresented, 
partly because there was no Italian translation 
of the survey. Although our sample reflects 
the geographic concentration of communica-
tion departments in the German-speaking 
region, its generalizability to other linguistic 
regions remains limited. Moreover, the sam-
ple’s biographical diversity was constrained 
by a relatively high share of participants born 
or trained in Germany, mirroring broader 
Swiss academic demographics. These cultural 
and national differences may influence ear-
ly-career scholars’ perceptions. Future re-
search should address these limitations by 
expanding sample sizes, improving linguistic 
inclusivity, and capturing a broader range of 
biographical backgrounds. Investigating sub-
group differences and regional variations will 
help provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of early-career scholars’ experiences 
across Switzerland.

Fourth, it is important to recognize that 
early-career scholars at universities of applied 
sciences face distinct challenges compared to 
those at research universities and that doc-
toral students encounter different issues than 
postdocs. Our study also revealed differences 
among researchers at the same career stage 
and department but working in different divi-
sions. Future research should focus on com-
paring data at the institutional level, examining 
factors such as promotion criteria or employ-
ment conditions, to better understand these 
variations and tailor support accordingly.
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Finally, the data for the focus groups 
were collected during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, when several national measures were 
in place (e. g., masks were mandatory and 
social gatherings were limited). Thus, this 
situation might have influenced the results. 
The quantitative study was run later. However, 
the experiences some participants had during 
the COVID-19 pandemic may still have influ-
enced their answers.   

5.2	 Suggestions for improvements
In the following subsection, we propose key 
measures to enhance early-career scholars’ 
working conditions in Switzerland. First, 
based on the findings, early and qualitative 
selection procedures are a central area for im-
provement. The SAGW recommends identify-
ing promising researchers during or shortly 
after the doctorate and providing structured 
support for academic and nonacademic ca-
reers (Zürcher, 2021). Broader graduate train-
ing and clearer communication of academ-
ic career realities can help develop realistic 
expectations and navigate competitive en-
vironments (Dai et al., 2024). Following the 
Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA) 
principles, Zürcher (2021) calls for a shift from 
quantitative output metrics to qualitative 
assessments of independence, originality, 
methodological rigor, and societal relevance. 
Such holistic selection processes can clarify 
career paths and improve resource allocation.

A second priority relates to optimizing 
workload and academic labor distribution. 
Early-career scholars in temporary positions 
would benefit from reduced teaching loads to 
build a competitive publication record (Dai et 
al., 2024). At the same time, teaching should 
be better appreciated and rewarded, carry 
greater weight in promotion and career ad-
vancement decisions to recognize its value, 
and be incentivized at all career stages. 

Third, systemic trade-offs must be recog-
nized. While creating more permanent posi-
tions is important, increasing the number of 
permanent positions without increased fund-
ing may reduce the number of PhD and post-
doctoral opportunities. This could restrict ca-
reer entry and reshape recruitment patterns. 
Balancing stability, opportunity, and accessi-
bility is therefore essential.

Fourth, the identified mental health chal-
lenges require institutional action. Reducing 

publication pressure, improving job security, 
fostering supportive work environments, and 
encouraging openness around mental health 
are particularly important given the height-
ened risks faced by early-career scholars 
(Hanitzsch et al., 2024; Wright, 2024).

Fifth, a more differentiated staffing 
structure could improve career prospects. 
The SAGW proposes expanding role types 
beyond professorships, including research- 
or teaching-focused lectureships (Zürcher, 
2021). Transparent career pathways, differ-
entiated job profiles, and more permanent 
positions can mitigate brain drain (Bahr et 
al., 2022). However, expectations of research-
only permanent roles are often unrealistic 
and should be addressed explicitly. Finally, 
improving gender equality is essential to dis-
rupt the leaky pipeline (Konsortium Bundes-
bericht Wissenschaftlicher Nachwuchs, 2021). 
Key measures include family-friendly and 
gender-sensitive policies (Nkosi & Maphalala, 
2025), transparent promotion criteria (Joyce 
et al., 2024), targeted mentorship programs, 
and active efforts to reduce gender bias in hir-
ing and evaluation alongside expanded net-
working opportunities (Llorens et al., 2021).
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Abstract
Abusive lawsuits aimed at silencing journalists—so-called Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation 
(SLAPPs)—pose a serious threat to press freedom and liberal societies. In Switzerland, empirical research 
on the phenomenon has been largely absent. This study addresses this gap through a mixed-methods 
design that combines expert interviews with a nationwide survey of editorial managers. It examines the 
occurrence, definitional challenges, and impacts of SLAPPs on journalism at different levels, drawing on 
Weischenberg’s onion model. While documented cases are rare, editors-in-chief emphasize their potential 
to drain organizational resources, disrupt newsroom routines, and induce self-censorship. Such effects, also 
triggered by other legal pressures, strike at the heart of journalism and threaten its democratic core func-
tion. While legal experts tend to view existing safeguards as sufficient, media professionals call for reforms. 
Across perspectives, however, there is support for non-legislative strategies such as pooled resources, 
cross-industry training, and public awareness efforts.

Keywords
SLAPP, journalism, abusive lawsuits, strategic lawsuits, media freedom, National Action Plan (NAP), OFCOM

1	 Introduction 

In Swiss public discourse, the term SLAPP—
an acronym for Strategic Lawsuit Against Pub-
lic Participation—is closely associated with 
environmental activist and ethnologist Bruno 
Manser, who dedicated his life to protecting 
the rainforest and advocating for the rights of 
the indigenous Penan people in Malaysia 
(Bruno Manser-Fonds, 2025). Living among 
them for years, he documented their way of 
life and (illegal) large-scale logging that 
threatened their existence. In the year 2000, 
Manser mysteriously disappeared in the Ma-
laysian jungle and was officially declared 
dead in 2005 (swissinfo.ch, 2005). 

Throughout his activism, Manser faced 
threats and intimidation from authorities, 
the logging industry, and its affiliates, often 
through legal actions aimed at silencing him 
(SRF, 2022). The debate surrounding the 
Manser case is part of a broader global dis-
cussion on SLAPP, which continues to con-
cern governments and institutions. SLAPPs 

are generally defined as inherently abusive 
legal actions, predominantly initiated by pow-
erful individuals or entities against journal-
ists, NGOs, environmental organizations, and 
human rights groups (BHRRC, 2021; Kerševan 
& Poler, 2024). Rather than pursuing a legit-
imate legal victory, plaintiffs aim to silence 
these actors by entangling them in costly and 
time-consuming legal battles, thereby under-
mining the free formation of public opinion. By 
threatening journalism’s watchdog function, 
which means holding the powerful account-
able, SLAPPs pose a direct threat to democracy 
(Bonello & Nasreddin, 2023, p. 13). 

That said, the existing literature on SLAPPs 
presents several problems: it lacks a  uniform 
definition, remains relatively limited in Eu-
rope, and largely originates from civil society, 
non-governmental, and political organizations 
(Fierens et al., 2024). As a result, existing stud-
ies recognize SLAPPs as a growing problem but 
arrive at markedly different estimates regarding 
their frequency (see BHRRC, 2022; Bonello & 
Nasreddin, 2023). 
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Given the consequences posed by SLAPP, 
the phenomenon has long been recognized 
and regulated in several countries, including 
the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
Canada (Joeres & Siggelkow, 2023, p. 8; Jus-
tice & Environment, 2022), while the Euro-
pean Union has only recently acknowledged 
the problem and begun working towards 
a  coordinated response (Mańko, 2024).1 In 
Switzerland, where studies on the phenom-
enon are also scarce, the Federal Office of 
Communications (OFCOM, 2023) has de-
veloped a National Action Plan (NAP) that 
aims to improve understanding of threats to 
journalists and includes a study examining 
the threat of SLAPPs. An investigation of the 
Swiss case is particularly interesting, as press 
freedom is relatively strong (RSF, 2025) and 
the Code of Civil Procedure (CPC; see Chapter 
2.3) already contains provisions that should 
prevent SLAPPs. Since many other countries 
share this combination of strong press free-
dom and general legal safeguards intended to 
protect against abusive lawsuits,2 the present 
study can also provide valuable insights inter-
nationally. Understanding the Swiss case can 
support legislative processes by highlighting 
the risks of SLAPPs and potential pitfalls in 
providing safeguards against them.

1	 In the U.S., the first anti-SLAPP statute was en-
acted in the State of Washington in 1989 (Quin-
lan, 2016, p. 375). Since then, various U.S. states 
have adopted their own anti-SLAPP laws. In 
Canada, the first province-level anti-SLAPP leg-
islation was introduced in Ontario in 2015 under 
the Protection of Public Participation Act (Lexol-
ogy, 2015). In the United Kingdom, anti-SLAPP 
provisions were included for the first time in the 
Economic Crime and Corporate Transparency 
Act (ECCTA) 2023, which introduced targeted 
measures against abusive litigation (Coe, Moo-
savian, & Wragg, 2025, p. 2).

2	 Examples are Germany, where abusive litiga-
tion can be addressed through the prohibition 
of abusive exercise of rights (§ 226 BGB) and 
the general clause of good faith (§ 242 BGB), 
complemented by procedural sanctions under 
the Code of Civil Procedure (CPC); and Austria, 
where liability for abusive conduct is rooted in 
§ 1295 ABGB, supplemented by procedural in-
struments under the Code of Civil Procedure 
(CPC) to counter abusive litigation.

The present study is part of the aforemen-
tioned NAP (OFCOM, 2023) and addresses the 
following overarching research question: 

	› RQ: What impact do SLAPPs have on jour-
nalistic work in Switzerland?

From this broader research question and 
with reference to the existing literature, four 
sub-questions can be derived:

	› SQ1: How can SLAPPs be defined, and how 
do they differ from legitimate lawsuits?

	› SQ2: How frequently do SLAPPs occur in 
Switzerland?

	› SQ3: What are the typical characteristics 
and dynamics of SLAPPs?

	› SQ4: What measures have been proposed 
to curb SLAPPs?

To address these questions, the study draws 
on expert interviews with legal experts and 
editors-in-chief as well as a nationwide sur-
vey of editorial managers. The following sec-
tions review the existing literature on SLAPP, 
define the phenomenon, and present a theo-
retical framework for assessing its impact on 
journalism. In subsequent sections, the study 
examines the legal framework under Swiss 
civil procedure law, describes the methodol-
ogy, and finally presents and interprets the 
results.

2	 State of research 

While legal and academic literature on SLAPP 
is well established in North America (Justice 
& Environment, 2022), Europe has lagged in 
addressing the phenomenon, even though 
defamation of unpopular voices has been 
a  familiar legal tactic for centuries. Only re-
cently has the region begun to catch up, most 
notably with the EU Directive of April 11, 2024, 
on the protection of persons participating in 
public debate from manifestly unfounded 
lawsuits or abusive legal proceedings (Euro-
pean Union, 2024). 

A growing body of research now exam-
ines the occurrence, frequency, and impacts 
of SLAPPs, along with the legal safeguards de-
signed to counter them. More recent studies 
are increasingly paying attention to hidden 
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costs, such as editorial self-censorship and 
reliance on legal departments (e. g., Papado-
poulou & Maniou, 2025). A review of the liter-
ature, however, reveals a more fundamental 
challenge: distinguishing SLAPPs from legit-
imate legal proceedings.

2.1	 Defining features of SLAPPs
Both scholarly and political debates have 
sought to clarify what actually constitutes 
a  SLAPP, yet distinguishing such cases from 
legitimate lawsuits is far from straightfor-
ward (Bárd et al., 2020; Cornell Law School, 
2024). In the literature, four criteria common-
ly shared across various attempts to define 
SLAPP emerge: an asymmetrical distribution 
of resources, the plaintiff’s intention to sup-
press critical reporting, the subject matter of 
the reporting, and the assessment of the law-
suit’s legality.

The roles of plaintiffs and defendants in 
SLAPPs are often seen as asymmetrical, with 
the plaintiff’s side being favored. Wealthy and 
influential plaintiffs can exert financial and 
psychological pressure on media profession-
als through costly and prolonged legal pro-
ceedings (Bähler et al., 2022; Borg-Barthet 
et al., 2021, p. 19). SLAPPs are frequently de-
scribed as “David versus Goliath” scenarios, 
especially by NGOs and journalists (Bähler, 
2022; Umweltinstitut, 2022). They emphasize 
that freelance journalists and those working 
for smaller media organizations, with limited 
legal and financial resources, are particularly 
vulnerable (see also Krüger et al., 2024).

SLAPPs often concern matters of public 
interest that are considered essential to dem-
ocratic decision-making processes. Journal-
ists play an important role in these matters as 
watchdogs who critically observe powerful 
actors (Jaberg, 2021; Kerševan & Poler, 2024, 
p. 4). Therefore, SLAPPs are often triggered by 
investigative reporting on influential figures 
(Council of Europe, 2022). 

As for motive, plaintiffs aim to suppress 
public participation broadly, targeting me-
dia communication, protests, boycotts, whis-
tleblowing, academic commentary, and other 
forms of resistance to power abuse (Bonello & 
Nasreddin, 2023, pp. 9–13). In media contexts, 
this primarily involves plaintiffs’ attempts to 
prevent or remove critical reporting and inves-
tigative journalism (OFCOM, 2023, p. 5). In ac-

ademic discourse, such practices are often de-
scribed as agenda-cutting, meaning efforts to 
prevent, remove, or marginalize certain issues 
from media coverage (Krüger et al., 2024, p. 67). 

Since the mere attempt to prevent critical 
reporting is not unlawful per se, a key char-
acteristic of SLAPPs is their abusive nature, 
marked by baseless claims or the misuse of 
procedural rights (Borg-Barthet et al., 2021, 
p. 19). This interpretative challenge is illus-
trated by the case of Balcombe v. Swissaid, 
where Valcambi, a Swiss gold refinery, sued 
the NGO after it linked the company to a con-
troversial supplier in Dubai (Soguel & Plüss, 
2025). While Swissaid denounces the case as 
a SLAPP due to an imbalance of resources and 
chilling effects, Valcambi frames it as a legiti-
mate claim for data protection and personali-
ty rights. The pending trial highlights the diffi-
culty of distinguishing SLAPPs from legitimate 
legal actions (Bayer et al., 2021, p. 22; Bonello 
& Nasreddin, 2023, p. 13).

2.2	 Frequency of SLAPPs
Regarding the frequency of SLAPPs, a study by 
the BHRRC (2021) highlights a growing prob-
lem, documenting 355 cases worldwide since 
2015. About two-thirds occurred in the agri-
culture, timber, palm oil, and mining sectors, 
with Latin America and Asia accounting for 
64% of all cases. 63% of the cases involved 
criminal charges, mainly for defamation or 
slander. It must be noted that the study’s 
methodology is not fully transparent, and the 
authors themselves acknowledge the difficul-
ty of identifying a SLAPP (see also Cornell Law 
School, 2024).

For Europe, the same study reports 
42  cases (BHRRC, 2021), while research by 
CASE and the Amsterdam Law Clinic docu-
mented 731  cases since 2016, pointing to an 
upward trend (Bonello & Nasreddin, 2023). 
These differing figures once again illustrate 
the difficulty of defining and consistently 
identifying SLAPPs. Nevertheless, according 
to the latter study, journalists (34.2%) and 
media companies (23.0%) were the main 
targets, followed by NGOs, activists, and ac-
ademics, with plaintiffs enjoying greater re-
sources in 90% of cases.

In Switzerland, the only study on SLAPPs 
identified 12 cases against NGOs between 
2000 and 2022, eleven of which occurred after 
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2018 (HEKS, 2023). A similar picture emerges 
from Europe-wide data from CASE (Bonello 
& Nasreddin, 2023, p. 14), which recorded 
10 SLAPPs in Switzerland since 2016. Another 
study by the Research Center for the Public 
Sphere and Society (fög, 2023) found 42% of 
Swiss journalists faced legal threats and 13% 
had been sued during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. However, it did not assess whether these 
cases were abusive.

2.3	 Assessing SLAPPs’ impacts on 
journalism

SLAPPs can have a wide range of effects on 
journalistic organizations, journalists’ work-
ing routines, or their professional attitudes. To 
provide a theoretical framework for these di-
verse impacts, Weischenberg’s “onion model” 
(2004, pp. 68–71) provides a useful tool. In 
Fabris’ (2004: 394) extended version of the 
model, five different contexts shape a journal-
ist’ actions: (1) norms (media systems), 
(2) the audience, (3) the organization (media 
institutions), (4) routines and media prod-
ucts (functional aspects and media state-
ments), and (5) roles (media actors). In the 
model, these contexts are structured in a lay-
ered manner, resembling an onion, where 
outer layers enclose and influence the inner 
ones. Additionally, feedback effects can occur 
across multiple layers (Meier, 2018, pp. 67–
70). The layers and SLAPPs’ effects on them 
can be described as follows:

1.	 The context of norms includes societal 
frameworks, legal foundations, and media 
policy decisions. SLAPPs can endanger the 
norm of freedom of expression and press 
freedom by leading to underreporting of 
certain topics or actors (Fierens et al., 2024, 
p. 2). 

2.	 SLAPPs can affect the audience context 
by shaping how journalistic products are 
received. Audience reception is crucial 
for media success (Meier, 2018, p. 68). Al-
though some earlier studies pointed to 
a slight decline in trust in Swiss news (Udris 
et al., 2023), more recent evidence suggests 
that trust levels in Switzerland remain com-
paratively high and have shown signs of re-
covery, with 46% of respondents agreeing 
that they ‘trust most news most of the time’ 
(Newman et al., 2025). Nevertheless, if au-
diences perceive reporting to be selective 

or constrained due to legal pressure such as 
SLAPPs, media reputation and public trust 
could still be negatively affected.

3.	 The organizational context includes the 
economic, technical, and organizational 
conditions under which journalists work. 
SLAPPs are lengthy and can strain the re-
sources of editorial offices and legal ser-
vices (Mańko, 2024, p. 2). Due to shifts in 
the media industry, resources are increas-
ingly scarce across Europe (Žuffová & Carli-
ni, 2021, p. 12), and SLAPPs may further 
worsen the financial instability of media 
organizations that are already struggling 
with limited resources.

4.	 In a functional context, SLAPPs or the fear 
thereof can result in increased legal scruti-
ny of articles before publication, which is 
costly and time-consuming. Additionally, 
they may reduce the willingness to invest 
in investigative journalism (Mattli, 2022), 
threatening the media’s function as public 
watchdogs (Bonello & Nasreddin, 2023, 
p. 13).

5.	 The role context includes the role un-
derstanding and attitudes of journalists. 
SLAPPs can intimidate journalists and 
trigger self-censorship (Council of Europe, 
2022, p. 20), undermining the willingness 
to pursue critical reporting. Interestingly, 
however, journalists perceive self-censor-
ship as a greater threat to others than to 
themselves (Kerševan & Poler, 2024, p. 13). 

Given the difficulty in distinguishing SLAPPs 
from legitimate legal actions, it should be not-
ed that such impacts may also result from le-
gitimate claims.

2.4	 Legal framework in Switzerland (CPC) 
A key cross-border question remains: which 
combination of legislative, regulatory, and 
non-binding anti-SLAPP instruments should 
be available to courts and the media industry 
to address potential cases at an early stage 
(Coe, Moosavian, & Wragg, 2025, p. 12; Euro-
pean Union, 2024)? In Switzerland, the term 
SLAPP is not defined in law, and compared to 
many neighboring EU countries, Swiss media 
law generates relatively little case law, as dis-
putes are often resolved through negotiation 
or settlement before reaching court.

The Swiss CPC nonetheless contains 
provisions that can, in principle, be applied 
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to abusive lawsuits. Article 132(3) of the CPC 
states that submissions to the court that are 
manifestly improper or abusive may be re-
turned without further consideration. More 
generally, Article 59 CPC specifies procedural 
requirements that must be met before a case 
can proceed. These include the legitimate in-
terest of the plaintiff, subject matter and ter-
ritorial jurisdiction, the legal capacity of the 
parties, the absence of parallel proceedings 
or prior binding judgments, and the payment 
of advance and security costs.

Art. 59 CPC
1 The court shall consider an action or applica-

tion provided the procedural requirements are 

satisfied.
2 Procedural requirements are in particular the 

following: 

a.	 the plaintiff or applicant has a legitimate in-

terest ;

b.	 the court has subject matter and territorial 

jurisdiction;

c.	 the parties have the capacity to be a party and 

the capacity to take legal action;

d.	 the case is not the subject of pending proceed-

ings elsewhere;

e.	 the case is not already the subject of a legally-

binding decision;

f.	 the advance and security for costs have been 

paid.

However, as the provisions of Art. 59 CPC 
merely concern the general procedural pre-
requisites and are not tailored to SLAPP cases 
specifically; their use to recognize complaints 
as abusive therefore depends on judicial as-
sessment. In practice, Swiss courts tend to 
apply procedural safeguards cautiously and 
often prioritize access to justice over early dis-
missal. While there are certain similarities 
with the EU Anti-SLAPP Directive of 2024, 
such as the examination of admissibility and 
the requirement of a legitimate interest, Swiss 
law lacks explicit procedural instruments 
comparable to those introduced by the Direc-
tive, including early dismissal mechanisms, 
cost-shifting rules, sanctions for abuse, and 
the refusal to recognize abusive foreign judg-
ments (European Union, 2024).

In addition to statutory law, ethical guide-
lines issued by the Swiss Press Council, such 
as those on privacy protection, mirror provi-
sions of the Swiss Civil Code (Arts. 28–28l CC) 

on personality rights. However, they offer no 
explicit mechanism for addressing lawsuits 
intended to intimidate or silence journalists. 
As such, Switzerland lacks specific procedur-
al instruments against SLAPPs, and practical 
protection depends largely on judicial inter-
pretation.

3	 Method

To address the research question, a mixed-
methods design was applied, combining qual-
itative interviews with legal experts and edi-
tors-in-chief alongside a quantitative online 
survey of editorial managers, allowing for mu-
tual enrichment of findings (Häder, 2019, 
pp. 72–73). 

The qualitative interviews were con-
ducted first. Based on the relevant literature, 
a semi-structured interview guide was devel-
oped, allowing both follow-up questions and 
open-ended answers (Häder, 2019, pp.  417–
418). Where appropriate, the guide was re-
fined in light of new insights. Each participant 
received the guide together with an OFCOM 
letter of support. Prof. Dr. Tanja Domej, a le-
gal scholar with expertise in civil procedural 
law at the University of Zurich, supported the 
development of the interview guide and the 
contextualization of the results, particularly 
regarding legal adaptation proposals.

The guide comprised 20 questions in 
three blocks: (1) the definition and distinc-
tion of SLAPPs, typical profiles of plaintiffs and 
defendants, affected legal areas, and broader 
impacts on journalism and society as a whole 
(SQ1–3); (2) the Swiss legal framework and 
the potential for Anti-SLAPP legislation, in-
cluding assessments of international develop-
ments, the perceived need for reforms in Swit-
zerland, possible obstacles, and measures the 
industry itself might adopt ; and; (3) concrete 
countermeasures, addressed in two ques-
tions. The last two blocks primarily informed 
the analysis of SQ4. The Interviews lasted on 
average about one hour, were conducted via 
video conferencing, transcribed manually, 
and analyzed with MAXQDA, primarily using 
deductive coding, complemented by induc-
tive coding to capture unanticipated insights 
and themes (Häder, 2019, p. 430).

A total of 19 experts participated, identi-
fied through online research and a snowball 
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sampling approach. Of these, eleven inter-
viewees primarily defended media compa-
nies, including four in-house lawyers, two 
representatives of the NGOs Impressum and 
the VSM publishers’ association, two indepen-
dent media lawyers, and one editor-in-chief. 
Three participants were lawyers representing 
plaintiffs; four others worked on both sides, 
though predominantly for plaintiffs. One ad-
ditional interviewee was a legal scholar.

Building on the insights from the quali-
tative interviews, a quantitative online survey 
was conducted in a second step (Lehmann, 
2022, p. 38). The sample included editors-in-
chief and mid-level editorial managers, such 
as section heads at print and online outlets 
and program editors at television and radio. 
The starting point for the sample was the Ren-
teria list of editors-in-chief, which was com-
plemented by additional names identified 
through imprints and by drawing on the data-
set by Burger et al. (2022) on local and local 
online media. In total, 341 names and email 
addresses were compiled across German-, 
French-, and Italian-speaking Switzerland. 
Invitations were sent by post, accompanied 
by an OFCOM letter of support, followed by 

a reminder two weeks later. A total of 143 re-
spondents completed the survey, yielding 
a response rate of about 42%, which is rela-
tively high and indicates strong interest in 
the topic. The survey design aimed to capture 
a broad and diverse spectrum of the Swiss 
media landscape without explicitly aiming 
at representativeness. The resulting sample 
reflects outlets of varying types, distribution 
areas, employee numbers, and ownership 
structures (Table 1).

4	 Findings

The following section presents and discusses 
the general findings from the interviews and 
online survey. Where applicable, it highlights 
points of divergence between media defend-
ers’ and media plaintiffs’ perspectives to illus-
trate differing views on the complex phenom-
enon of SLAPPs.

4.1	 Definition of SLAPP
In the interviews, many experts highlighted 
the difficulty of objectively identifying SLAPPs, 
mainly due to the lack of a clear definition. 

Table 1:	 Key metrics of the quantitative sample (N  = 143)

Category Subcategory Frequency (%)

Distribution Areas (N  = 108)*

Local 17.6

Regional 47.2

Interregional 23.2

Transnational/International 12.0

Number of Employees (N  = 106)

1–5 28.3

6–50 49.0

51–100 8.5

>101 14.1

Ownership (N  = 107)

Private 68.5

Public 10.2

Other 9.3

Non-Profit 7.4

Community/Citizen Media 3.7

Don’t know 0.9

Note: *Number of respondents who provided information for this variable.
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This view was shared by in-house media law-
yers, legal experts, and especially plain-
tiff-side lawyers. One media lawyer noted: 
“The term does not exist in Swiss legislation. 
You must look abroad for a definition.” Simi-
larly, a former media lawyer described SLAPP 
as “a buzzword”.

SLAPPs are commonly seen as tools to in-
timidate journalists, editorial offices, NGOs, 
and other watchdogs who “keep a close eye 
on states and powerful players”. These law-
suits aim to “silence” media professionals or 
threaten their survival by imposing excessive 
financial and time burdens, thus restricting 
media freedom. This perspective was pre-
dominantly shared by media-side lawyers. 
One interviewee, unaffiliated with either side, 
stressed that repeated complaints are a defin-
ing feature of SLAPPs.

The main goal of SLAPPs, respondents 
noted, is not to enforce legal rights or win in 
court, but to suppress public opinion. Media-
side lawyers often believe plaintiffs know that 
journalists’ actions are at least partly justified, 
so their chances of winning in court are low. 
As one interviewee put it : “The legal frame-
work of a country is being abused. Com-
plainants are aware that the complaint is not 
well-founded”. 

However, there was disagreement about 
whether the notion of abuse should be consid-
ered an essential element in defining SLAPPs, 
casting doubt on how meaningful the SLAPP 
concept is. Some argued that if a complaint 
is not entirely baseless, it cannot be deemed 
abusive. A media-side interviewee acknowl-
edged this point : “It is important to note that 
SLAPP complaints are often not 100 percent 
baseless”. This suggests that even defense 
lawyers recognize a certain legitimacy in law-
suits labeled as SLAPPs. One respondent with 

experience on both sides noted that the term 
“abusive” can be misleading in SLAPP cases, 
as it has a different meaning in other legal 
contexts, such as wrongful dismissal.

Interviewees on the media side often de-
scribed SLAPPs as battles between “Goliaths” 
(resource-rich companies) and “Davids” 
(resource-poor media outlets). One media 
representative highlighted this imbalance: 
“There are lawyers who, paid by rich clients, 
cover the media with hundreds of pages of 
complaints and thus drive up the costs”. 

Others challenged this narrative, noting 
that some media companies have large legal 
departments, while some plaintiffs are indi-
viduals defending their privacy. In their view, 
media companies can also be Goliaths. Some 
respondents cautioned that lawsuits should 
not be seen as abusive solely due to resource 
imbalances, as all parties have the same right 
to legal recourse under the rule of law.

In the survey, only 63 of 134 editors-in-
chief and editorial managers (47.0%) said 
they were familiar with the term SLAPP. 
These respondents were then asked to rate 
various characteristics of SLAPPs on a scale 
from “very important” to “unimportant”. The 
respondents most frequently highlighted the 
plaintiff's motivation (97.8%) and the assess-
ment as abusive (82.9%) as “very” or “ex-
tremely important”, while the topic of journal-
istic coverage (71.2%) and narratives and roles 
(63.4%) ranked somewhat lower (Figure 1).

4.2	 Frequency of SLAPPs in Switzerland
The findings of the expert interviews paint 
a clear picture: while the term is familiar, very 
few had personal experience with such cases, 
either as plaintiffs or defendants. One in-
house lawyer from a major media company 
stated, “I’ve had two cases that I would classi-

Figure 1:	 Importance of certain characteristics for the definition of SLAPP (N  = 41–46)
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fy as SLAPPs”, though it remained unclear to 
what extent they genuinely qualify as such. 
Other respondents stressed that some law-
suits cited as SLAPPs are not abusive and ar-
gued the term is sometimes used strategically 
by media organizations to frame themselves 
as victims.

One media lawyer emphasized the gen-
eral rarity of any lawsuits against the media in 
Switzerland: “Most complaints are resolved 
amicably before they go to trial.” Media out-
lets often avoid risk by not publishing certain 
content or by relying on strong legal depart-
ments that deter potential plaintiffs. Experts 
also linked the infrequency of SLAPPs to the 
CPC, which aims to prevent abusive lawsuits. 
Yet one respondent noted: “The Code of Civ-
il Procedure states that baseless and abusive 
filings will be dismissed, but courts are often 
reluctant to enforce this, especially in media 
cases, as they prioritize safeguarding the fun-
damental right to legal recourse.”

A minority of interviewees reported a rise 
in abusive lawsuits. A legal advisor observed: 
“There are likely more SLAPP cases now, and 
fear within the industry has grown.” However, 
most did not perceive an increase, suggesting 
the phenomenon remains rare due to Switzer-
land’s high legal barriers.

The few cases mentioned often referred 
to the French-speaking region or involved 
SLAPPs targeting NGOs. NGO representatives 
described frequent threats: “We receive many 
threats of lawsuits. Every third publication is 
delayed by legal means or the threat thereof.” 
Another added: “Since 2016, we’ve had five 
lawsuits—some resolved, some ongoing. It’s 
hard to assess if they’re abusive or not, but the 
goal is clearly to delay or prevent publications.”

In the online survey, respondents were 
asked how many lawsuits their editorial 
teams had faced in the past three years. Of 
45 respondents, 28 (62.2%) reported none, 
14 (33.1%) had at least one, and three (6.7%) 

were unsure. They were further asked wheth-
er they considered any of them to be SLAPPs. 
Eleven respondents believed some lawsuits 
were abusive, reporting a total of 24 SLAPPs in 
the last three years (Table 2).

The findings indicate that only a few me-
dia outlets in Switzerland have faced SLAPPs. 
This was also reflected in several emails from 
editors-in-chief, who explained that they 
could not answer most survey questions due 
to limited exposure. One editor-in-chief of 
a major Swiss media company noted, “I can-
not contribute to this study. The OFCOM 
needs to understand that SLAPP is currently 
not an issue for parts of the industry. I have 
never encountered it and have no experience 
with it. Anything I could say would be mere 
platitudes or speculations.”

Survey respondents were also asked 
whether they perceived SLAPP as a problem 
in the Swiss media industry. Of the 43 who 
answered, none considered it “not at all” 
a problem; 20 (46.5%) regarded it as “rath-
er not” a problem, 14 (32.6%) as a “rather 
strong” problem, three (7.0%) as a “strong” 
problem, and six (14.0%) selected “I can’t an-
swer”. Nevertheless, when asked about trends, 
30 respondents (69.8%) said they believed the 
number of SLAPPs had increased over the past 
decade.

4.3	 Typical characteristics and dynamics 

4.3.1 Typical defendants
Considering the types of media organizations 
most affected by SLAPPs, an in-house lawyer 
from a major media company suggested that 
smaller publishers are particularly vulnerable. 
He noted that prominent journalists joined his 
media house because its strong legal depart-
ment ensures protection and the publication of 
sensitive stories: “Conversely, in smaller me-
dia outlets, certain stories likely die—unseen 
by the public—even in the planning phase.”

Table 2:	 Number of received SLAPPs in the last three years (N  = 11)

Number of SLAPPs Number of mentions Frequency (%)

1 5 45.5 

2 1 9.1 

3 3 27.3 

4 2 18.2
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Several interviewees, however, stressed 
that the threat is no longer confined to small 
outlets. “Small media companies are signifi-
cantly more afraid of SLAPP lawsuits, but re-
cently, even the larger ones have started to 
fear them”, observed a lawyer active on both 
sides. SLAPPs can target both freelancers and 
journalists in large organizations. “The pro-
file of defendants is very broad, ranging from 
the SRG to Gotham City,” added another law-
yer. Interviewees associated this growing fear 
among larger outlets with dwindling resourc-
es. “Under financial pressure, there are fewer 
central services like legal departments, and 
there is less time to review reports”, said an 
in-house lawyer. Another respondent com-
mented with some irony: “In the past, it was 
a badge of honor to be taken to court. Now, it 
is a cause for concern.”

Only one defense lawyer rejected the idea 
of typical plaintiff or defendant profiles: “In 
the whole SLAPP debate, it is important to re-
member that as lawyers, we only take on cases 
where there has actually been a violation of 
the law.”

In the online survey, respondents were 
asked what types of content had triggered 
SLAPPs (multiple answers possible). Of the 
eleven with experience, five cited “investi-
gative journalism”, three each cited “political 
and social affairs” and “business journalism”, 
two cited “court reporting”, and one each cit-
ed “consumer journalism” and “local jour-
nalism”. When newsroom size is taken into 
account, the survey also indicates that both 
small outlets (2–5 employees) and large com-
panies (200+ employees) have experienced 
SLAPPs.

4.3.2 Typical plaintiffs
Most respondents in the qualitative inter-
views believe SLAPPs are driven by wealthy, 
influential individuals, authorities, or organi-
zations, often from sectors such as resource 
suppliers or governments. Examples were fre-
quently drawn from more corrupt European 
states, including Hungary and Malta. Some 
noted that certain actors repeatedly file law-
suits, calling them “the usual suspects”. A me-
dia in-house lawyer criticized plaintiffs for 
lacking democratic understanding: “The me-
dia have the right and duty to raise allegations. 
If an actor is not willing to defend themselves 
within the framework of societal dialogue, 

they resort to other means to bring journalists 
to their knees.” Others criticized plaintiffs’ 
lawyers: “Switzerland is known for moderate 
legal practices, but foreign influence is grow-
ing. We now see an increase of ‘aggressive lit-
igators’ who create a maximum threat from 
the outset.”

However, not all respondents agreed 
with strict profiling. “Plaintiffs are calm, cal-
culating strategists, primarily well-funded, for 
whom winning or losing a case is of little im-
portance,” said a lawyer active on both sides. 
Another argued that lawsuits are often filed 
by unknown individuals seeking to protect 
their reputation. A few went further, insisting 
there is no typical SLAPP-plaintiff : “It is not 
correct to link an offense to a specific plaintiff. 
Anyone could be one—if typical plaintiffs in 
SLAPP cases even exist.”

In the online survey, only respondents 
with SLAPP experience were asked about 
typical plaintiffs (multiple answers possible). 
Five identified “influential individuals”, three 
“large corporations”, two “politicians and/or 
government entities”, and one “religious insti-
tutions”. Two respondents selected “others”, 
citing “notorious litigants” and “sports clubs”.

4.3.3 Typical behavior of defendants
Although some interviewees doubted the ex-
istence of SLAPPs in Switzerland, they still 
pointed to certain effects on defendants’ be-
havior—whether in rare cases, theoretically, or 
through awareness of a potential threat. Most 
highlighted the financial burden on news-
rooms. “When SLAPPs target media houses, 
a cost-benefit analysis may follow. Out of fear 
of unaffordable costs, publication is avoided”, 
said one interviewee. Another added: “Since 
we litigate around ‘personality rights’, the win-
ning party receives no compensation. Swiss 
procedural law only partially covers legal 
costs. For defendants, even when they expect 
to win, this creates a constant sense of un-
ease—it is always a losing game.” Considering 
costs, one interviewee took an entirely differ-
ent view: “Unjustified lawsuits don’t cost de-
fendants much; there’s no need for lengthy 
responses if it’s clear the plaintiff will lose,” 
while acknowledging that “whether a lawsuit 
is unfounded is largely subject to judicial as-
sessment.”

Many emphasized the advantage of con-
sulting legal departments in SLAPP cases. 
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“Resources are already being pooled to pro-
actively counter lawsuits”, said one, ensuring 
articles are “bulletproof ” before publication. 
Some noted that this also means “a lot of 
money is already gone” in advance.

Beyond finances, SLAPPs consume time. 
“You receive a summons, coordinate with 
a  lawyer, gather information, compile docu-
mentation”, explained one respondent. An-
other added: “You can only play so many 
chess games at once”, meaning that once 
a lawsuit is ongoing, journalists are reluctant 
to take further risks with additional investiga-
tions. An in-house lawyer recalled a part-time 
journalist who spent four months on a 120-
page lawsuit, leaving no time for other stories: 
“In the end, his editor told him not to write 
about this person again.”

The strain further manifests itself at the 
individual level, affecting journalists directly. 
The editor-in-chief warned: “It can be person-
ally distressing. Editors fear ending up with 
a criminal record and struggle to assess the 
situation.” Some saw SLAPPs as deterrents: 
“Will they be as bold next time?” According 
to interviewees, such pressures contribute to 
chilling effects, leading journalists to self-cen-
sor, avoid certain topics, or abandon investi-
gations. Respondents noted “unspoken edi-
torial guidelines” and even lists of “high-risk” 
actors—internal censorship affecting small 
and large outlets alike.

In the online survey, participants were 
asked how SLAPPs affect or could affect 
their newsroom on a scale from “not at all” 
to “very strong” (Figure 2). Combining “very 
strong” and “rather strong”, the greatest con-

cerns were the “endangerment of free expres-
sion” (69.1%), “loss of the watchdog func-
tion” (61.0%), “overload of editorial offices” 
(58.9%), and “financial burden” (57.1%). The 
response options “chilling effect” (47.5%) 
and “loss of trust” (45.0%) were more con-
tested, while a “decline in investigative re-
porting” (29.3%) was mentioned least often.

4.3.4 Typical behavior of plaintiffs
According to respondents in the expert inter-
views, SLAPPs often span multiple legal areas, 
rest on shaky grounds, and are inflated with 
peripheral arguments. In court, they may 
even be considered hopeless : “Typically, 
plaintiffs try to shift the legal focus away from 
the main issue of an investigation. This diverts 
resources to irrelevant side battles.”

Plaintiffs’ legal representatives usually 
handle all communication with media com-
panies, as direct contact would violate pro-
fessional conduct rules (Art. 12 lit. a BGFA). 
Interviewees reported that legal battles often 
unfold on several fronts—judicial and pub-
lic—with strategic aims such as “causing 
maximum damage” or “personally targeting 
journalists”. SLAPPs may involve repeated 
lawsuits against the same media companies 
or journalists. Interviewees described how 
experienced firms often begin with phone 
calls or letters, then escalate to superprovi-
sional measures (Art. 265 CPC),3 cease-and-

3	 Superprovisional measures under Art. 265 CPC 
enable courts to grant immediate interim relief 
without first hearing the opposing party, typi-
cally in urgent cases where waiting for regular 
proceedings could cause irreparable harm.

Figure 2:	 Experienced or feared effects of SLAPP(s) on Newsrooms (N  = 39–42)
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desist letters, or formal warnings. Deadlines 
are typically tight, requiring swift responses, 
compliance, or negotiations under pressure.

Statements of claim frequently contain 
exaggerated demands, such as excessive dam-
ages, profit disgorgement, or moral harm. As 
one respondent noted: “Claims for damages 
are part of the game; the higher the claim, 
the higher the litigation risk.” Since Swiss law 
rarely awards damages—causality between 
reporting and harm is hard to prove—such 
claims are sometimes filed abroad, where 
legislation is more favorable. This practice is 
often referred to as “cross-border SLAPP”, with 
jurisdiction and applicable law serving as tac-
tical tools. Plaintiff representatives, however, 
emphasized perspective: “Unlike in South 
America, Russia, or China, we have a function-
ing system that is fundamentally media- and 
NGO-friendly. Cases are usually tried in the ju-
risdictions where media companies are based. 
Our media are therefore well protected.”

Interviewees further noted two types 
of plaintiffs: those who avoid publicity and 
those who seek it. The latter may engage in 
litigation PR, using lawyers, lobbyists, and PR 
experts to discredit defendants, though plain-
tiff representatives claimed that most clients 
do not pursue such strategies.

In the online survey, respondents were 
asked about common plaintiff actions (mul-
tiple responses possible). Among the eleven 
respondents with SLAPP experience, seven 
reported “legal threats before trial”, five cited 
“extensive statements of claim”, and four each 
“aggressive behavior” and “cease-and-desist 
letters”. Other tactics included “lack of interest 
in dialogue” (mentioned 3 times), “PR cam-
paigns” (2), “lobbying and political influ-
ence” (2), “simultaneous claims to multiple 
recipients” (2), and “delaying tactics” (1).

In the survey, the eleven respondents 
with SLAPP experience were also asked about 
the legal bases of these cases: six pointed to 
“slander or insult to honor”, five to the “Unfair 
Competition Act (UWG)”, and four each to 
“claims for damages, compensation, and 
profit disgorgement” and “requests for cor-
rection/publication of judgments”. Three cit-
ed “defamation”, two each “declaratory ac-
tions” and “actions for removal”, and one 
a “violation of personality rights due to name 
disclosure”.

4.4	 Proposed measures to curb SLAPPs

4.4.1 Proposals for legal adjustments
Representatives of the plaintiff’s side perceive 
less need for action than those on the defense 
side. One interviewee argued, “In Switzer-
land, we have sufficient provisions to protect 
against SLAPPs. Additional laws only lead to 
more effort without substantive improve-
ment.” They cited the procedural hurdles 
mentioned in Section 2.3, as well as the provi-
sions in Article 52 CPC and Article 2(2) CC 
(good faith, prohibition of abuse of rights), as 
effective safeguards.

They also pointed to high entry barriers—
costs, time, and legal complexity—as addi-
tional deterrents. One interviewee noted: 
“The hurdles in Switzerland are so high, there 
is no need for additional regulation.” Some, 
therefore, consider the debate exaggerated: 
“This whole SLAPP issue is a trend from the 
Anglo-Saxon world, where the litigation costs 
are on a completely different scale.” Calls for 
reform should thus be approached with cau-
tion: “Unnecessary laws create uncertainty 
and impose costs on taxpayers.”

Others disagreed, arguing that courts are 
reluctant to deny access to justice, even when 
CPC and CC would allow it. However, they 
favored amending existing provisions rather 
than introducing SLAPP-specific rules into 
core laws—several called for empowering 
judges to dismiss weak claims earlier, before 
the evidentiary phase. “In the CPC, there are 
too few mechanisms. The risk is that a case 
goes too far before anything can be assessed”, 
one interviewee noted. Yet this poses a dilem-
ma: the right to file a lawsuit is fundamental, 
and abusiveness often becomes clear only in 
hindsight.

Pretrial mechanisms raise further ques-
tions: should they apply only to media cases 
or also to labor law? Some warned against 
giving the media special status: “Well-
intended protections often have a down-
side.” Similar concerns were voiced about 
exempting media from the Unfair Competi-
tion Act (UWG). Further procedural reform 
proposals included requiring plaintiffs to 
separate core from peripheral claims, lim-
iting delays from appeals, and ensuring 
emergency measures (Art. 261  ff. CPC) do 
not paralyze defendants.
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Criminal law was also discussed, par-
ticularly the offense of defamation under 
Article 173 ff. SCC, which requires intent and 
knowingly false accusations, and can result in 
imprisonment or heavy fines. Some argued 
that such penalties undermine journalism’s 
integrity and should be reassessed. Others 
proposed fines for plaintiffs whose cases are 
ultimately deemed SLAPPs, awarded to defen-
dants as punitive compensation.

Further suggestions included clarifying 
press freedom in statutory law, improving ac-
cess to legal support for resource-weak outlets, 
and involving civil procedure experts more 
strongly. Some reform advocates stressed 
that legal tools can only address symptoms: 
“The power imbalance at the heart of many 
SLAPPs is not legally actionable.” Proposals to 
counteract this imbalance included full reim-
bursement of legal fees for successful defen-
dants, higher advance payments by plaintiffs, 
or joint funds to cover internal legal expenses. 
Setting a damages cap was rejected; instead, 
higher compensation for both sides was sug-
gested to discourage frivolous suits and im-
prove journalistic quality.

Finally, the issue of definition resurfaced. 
A major challenge remains the lack of clari-
ty around SLAPP: “If you can’t agree on what 
SLAPP means, then everything is a SLAPP.” 
The notion of abusiveness was seen as vague. 
Interviewees noted that without federal court 
decisions, it could take decades to achieve 
clarity, since most lawsuits are currently not 
classified as abusive.

4.4.2 Proposals for measures in the industry
Beyond legal reforms, interviewees frequently 
pointed to the need for stronger use of shared 
legal services. “Joint legal networks would 
certainly be beneficial”, said one lawyer, while 
another emphasized expanding the support 
of the VSM for smaller outlets. At the same 
time, some skeptics doubted that large media 
companies would be willing to share legal re-
sources. “I don’t see shared legal services as 
realistic. Why should large media companies 
make them available to smaller ones?” said 
one interviewee. 

In the online survey, 46 respondents 
were asked about the legal and financial 
resources available to them for defending 
against SLAPPs. The results showed that only 

a minority of outlets (34 of 108, mostly larger 
ones) have in-house legal departments. “Sup-
port from their own media company” and the 
“option to consult external legal experts” were 
each mentioned by 18 respondents (39.1%). 
Another important resource was legal ex-
penses insurance, cited by 12  respondents 
(26.1%). By contrast, support from the VSM 
and from trade unions was rarely mentioned, 
with fewer than seven mentions each.

Another theme that frequently emerged 
in the interviews was the importance of 
knowledge sharing, training, and peer ex-
change. “Courses should be offered to teach 
young and experienced journalists how to de-
fend themselves,” one said. Another suggest-
ed: “We’re all in the same boat for once. There 
should be more research and open discus-
sion—perhaps even at the SwissMediaForum 
(an annual gathering of the Swiss media in-
dustry).” Considering internal knowledge 
sharing and peer exchange, one interviewee 
said: “We need an internal industry dialogue, 
and journalists need to feel more confident. 
They must dare to make mistakes. Manage-
ment should support them. Journalism needs 
a strong internal and external culture of open 
discussion. When attacked, the media should 
speak out immediately.” Other interviewees 
supported this view: “Media outlets affected 
by SLAPPs should share their experiences 
with the wider industry.” 

Some also recommended more collab-
oration with advisory services and free legal 
support, as well as public advocacy. One legal 
expert warned, however : “In abusive law-
suits, profit claims may be involved, and that 
includes internal company data—this can’t 
simply be shared with competitors.” An edi-
tor-in-chief pointed to the advantage of large 
media groups: “We now have more expertise 
and resources through centralization and 
newsroom consolidation.” Some also called 
for keeping an eye on legal developments 
abroad: “We need to follow what’s happening 
in Europe and learn from specialists in coun-
tries where legal reforms have worked.”

The Swiss Press Council was mentioned 
frequently but controversially. “We need to 
strengthen the Press Council and clarify its 
guidelines,” said one interviewee. Others were 
more skeptical: “We’ve made suggestions, but 
they weren’t implemented. It seems there’s an 
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interest in keeping the Press Council weak. 
Publishers could fund it, but they don’t.” An-
other added, “The Press Council can’t do any-
thing. In fact, SLAPPers use their statements to 
pressure courts.”

A recurring proposal was the creation 
of a joint fund: “An internal fund could sup-
port SLAPP-targeted newsrooms, financed by 
media outlets, cantons, and the federal gov-
ernment,” said one respondent. Some even 
suggested public funding for legal advice, 
while others warned: “State-funded legal 
services would undermine media indepen-
dence.” One editor doubted the practicality 
of a fund: “It sounds good, but it wouldn’t 
work in practice.” Another added: “A fund 
won’t solve journalism’s problems. It would 
only treat the symptoms.” Throughout the in-
terviews, financial vulnerability emerged as 
a central concern. “We don’t yet have SLAPP 
conditions like abroad,” said one respondent. 
“But I worry about the financial health of our 
media. SLAPPs could catch on—we need to 
watch this closely.” Another added: “Media 
have no money left. With rising economic 
pressure, more mistakes happen. More fund-
ing would mean they feel less under attack.”

In the online survey, editors-in-chief 
were asked what measures they consider nec-
essary to counter SLAPPs. 69.8% of 43 respon-
dents supported “legal reforms, including 
changes to procedural law and SLAPP-spe-
cific protections” (Figure 3). 25 respondents 
(58.1%) called for “greater public awareness”, 
and the same number emphasized the “need 

for better newsroom training and internal 
discussion of SLAPPs”. Over half supported 
“sharing legal services and stronger cooper-
ation between media outlets” (51.2%). 20 re-
spondents (46.5%) favored “strengthening 
the Press Council or ombuds offices”. The 
idea of an “industry fund” was supported by 
only 12 respondents (27.9%), and even fewer 
backed a “collective legal insurance model” 
(8 respondents or 18.6%). One respondent 
chose “other” and reported “networking”.

5	 Conclusion and outlook

The present study offers the first systematic at-
tempt to examine the phenomenon of SLAPP 
in the Swiss media sector using a  mixed-
method approach. The findings show that the 
threat of abusive lawsuits is not yet fully tan-
gible for many actors in the media industry. 
While all legal experts were familiar with the 
term, fewer than half of the editors-in-chief 
reported being acquainted with it.

The study further reveals clear differences 
in how SLAPPs are perceived. Media-side law-
yers tend to view them as abusive attempts to 
silence watchdogs, whereas plaintiff-side law-
yers question the concept’s usefulness alto-
gether. Despite these differences, both groups 
agree that establishing abusive intent on the 
part of the plaintiff is difficult, and even in-
house media lawyers noted that many cases 
labeled as SLAPPs are not entirely unfounded. 
Journalists, in contrast, applied the label more 

Figure 3:	 Measures considered necessary to counter SLAPPs (N  = 43)
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readily. Eleven out of fourteen editorial man-
agers considered at least some of the lawsuits 
they faced in the last three years to be SLAPPs. 
Overall, 39.6% of journalists viewed SLAPPs 
as a “rather strong” or “strong” problem, and 
69.8% regarded them as a growing threat.

Beyond definitional challenges, one key 
finding of this study is that even legitimate 
legal claims can trigger effects commonly as-
sociated with SLAPPs. Drawing on Weischen-
berg’s onion model, these effects include 
draining resources at the organizational lev-
el, altering newsroom routines, and fostering 
self-censorship at the role level. This may 
help explain why journalists tend to use the 
term more readily than legal experts, as even 
reporting considered well-substantiated by 
journalists can lead to legal disputes and have 
severe consequences for newsrooms.

While many survey respondents believed 
that the number of SLAPPs has increased over 
the past decade, some interviewees reported 
a more general rise in lawsuits and pointed to 
two developments that may be contributing to 
this trend: the increasing professionalization 
of corporate communication departments 
and a growing number of specialized and “ag-
gressive” media lawyers. At the same time, the 
Swiss media system shows signs of latent vul-
nerability. Although Switzerland still enjoys 
strong press freedom and a broadly trusted 
rule of law, economic pressures—declining 
advertising revenues and subscription loss-
es—reduce the sector’s resilience, particularly 
when confronted with legal action. The Swiss 
case, therefore, shows that even media sys-
tems with comparatively strong press freedom 
and procedural safeguards are not immune to 
SLAPP-related pressures. This raises broader 
questions about how such dynamics may un-
fold in countries with weaker legal protections 
or more fragile media environments.

In light of these findings, the original 
question posed by this study, how to deal 
with SLAPPs, cannot be answered easily. 
Compared with the international context, 
Switzerland has no anti-SLAPP legislation. 
International developments, most notably 
the EU Anti-SLAPP Directive, may offer a use-
ful reference point for future Swiss debates, 
particularly given the severe consequences of 
SLAPPs for journalism. At the same time, the 
study empirically confirms the definitional 
uncertainties surrounding the term, which 

represent a major challenge for any jurisdic-
tion considering legislative reform. While ed-
itorial managers tend to support procedural 
adjustments or stricter enforcement of exist-
ing rules, many legal experts caution that anti-
SLAPP statutes could unintentionally harm 
journalism by creating litigation privileges 
or undermining personality rights. The latter 
therefore advocate the creation of a dedicat-
ed legal defense fund or insurance scheme 
for media outlets facing lawsuits, although 
they also acknowledged significant practical 
hurdles. Experts and, to a degree, editorial 
managers likewise supported industry-based 
measures such as training for journalists, peer 
networks, greater exchange of experiences, 
and resource pooling.

From the authors’ perspective, these in-
dustry-based strategies appear to be the most 
promising way forward. Strengthening the 
enforcement of existing safeguards may also 
help. The results suggest that journalists are 
more likely than legal experts to use the term 
SLAPP. The reasons for this are not entirely 
clear. However, it seems plausible that jour-
nalists apply the term more readily because 
any form of legal action places them under 
considerable pressure, particularly in an in-
creasingly difficult environment character-
ized by shrinking resources and more special-
ized media lawyers. What, therefore, appears 
most urgent is more intensive dialogue within 
the industry to clarify what should be under-
stood as a SLAPP, to strengthen internal prac-
tices for dealing with lawsuits and threats, to 
build supportive networks, and to communi-
cate the issue more effectively to the public to 
raise awareness. At the same time, some me-
dia lawyers appear to have a limited under-
standing of the challenges posed by abusive 
lawsuits, and occasionally even legitimate 
ones, with some interviewees going so far as 
to reject the concept of SLAPP altogether. This 
suggests that greater awareness-raising and 
professional debate are also needed among 
legal practitioners to foster a shared under-
standing of the issue.
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Abstract
Immigration is a contested issue in Europe, and its media coverage plays a central role in shaping public 
discourse, making it essential for comparative political communication research. This study examines the 
developments of media attention and content on immigration across six Western European countries from 
2001 to 2020, using Downs’s issue attention cycle as a guiding framework. It hypothesizes that the 2015 
migration surge triggered a temporary convergence in coverage, reflecting a transnational political agenda. 
Drawing on original longitudinal media data, this study uses automated coding methods to analyze a large 
dataset of media content, examining patterns before, during, and after the 2015 migration surge. Findings 
reveal that, prior to this influx, coverage levels and themes varied widely across countries, reflecting distinct 
national contexts. The sharp increase in migration prompted a sharp increase in attention and thematic 
convergence across countries, confirming the cyclical nature of both media salience and thematic focus. 
In the subsequent period, national distinctions in coverage re-emerged, though not to the fragmented lev-
els observed previously. Additionally, the theme of International responsibility rose prominently during the 
height of the surge. It remained visible afterward, suggesting that such events may leave subtle traces in 
media discourse that outlast the immediate effects of heightened attention.

Keywords
traditional news media coverage, immigration, issue-attention cycle, migration surge, European media con-
vergence, transnational political context, longitudinal analysis

1	 Introduction

Immigration has become a central topic in 
European public discourse, intersecting with 
issues of economic stability, cultural cohe-
sion, and national security (Mance & Splichal, 
2024). Traditional news media (hereafter re-
ferred to as media coverage) play a crucial 
role in shaping these debates by influencing 
public opinion and policymaking (Vliegent-
hart, 2019). Despite the growing presence of 
digital media, mainstream outlets remain the 
primary source of information, particularly 
during periods of political uncertainty (Geor-
giou & Zaborowski, 2017). Understanding 
how immigration is represented in traditional 
media is therefore essential, especially as cov-
erage patterns continue to shift in response to 
broader political and societal developments.

Since the early 2000s, immigration cov-
erage in European news media has evolved 

significantly, influenced by national contexts, 
shifting political landscapes, and external 
shocks (Beckers & van Aelst, 2019). The 2015 
migration surge marked a pivotal moment, 
shifting the thematic focus from economic mi-
gration to asylum and border security, thereby 
reframing immigration as a collective Europe-
an issue rather than a series of national con-
cerns (Cooper, Blumell, & Bunce, 2020; Feng-
ler & Kreutler, 2020; Georgiou & Zaborowski, 
2017). This period also saw intensified media 
attention and partial convergence in both the 
volume and thematic framing of coverage 
across countries (Eberl et al., 2019; Heiden
reich, Lind, Eberl, &  Boomgaarden, 2019; 
Mance & Splichal, 2024). 

These developments reflect patterns 
described by Downs’ (1972) issue attention 
cycle, which describes how public and me-
dia interest in complex issues fluctuates in 
response to dramatic events, perceived solv-
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ability, and shifting political priorities (Birk-
land & Schwaeble, 2019; Park & Jennings, 
2015). However, systematic applications of 
this framework to the study of immigration 
coverage across extended periods remain 
limited.

Existing research has documented 
event-driven surges in media attention and 
coverage, yet much of it remains limited to 
short-term or single-country analyses. As 
a result, little is known about the long-term 
developments of immigration coverage 
across Europe, particularly across different 
phases of political stability and exogenous 
shocks. This is a notable gap, especially in 
light of persistently high asylum application 
levels (EUAA, 2024) and the continued po-
litical salience of immigration across Europe 
(Gkasis & Kmezic, 2024; Gregurović, 2021). 
To address this gap, the present study adopts 
a longitudinal, cross-national perspective to 
examine developments in immigration cov-
erage across European news media from 2001 
to 2020. Drawing on the issue attention cycle 
framework, it analyzes how both the volume 
and thematic focus of media attention fluc-
tuate across pre-surge, surge, and post-surge 
migration periods. It investigates the extent to 
which cross-national similarities in coverage 
are confined to periods of peak intensification 
or persist during periods of relative stability.

2	 Issue attention cycle

The lifecycle of public issues in the media de-
scribes a dynamic process through which so-
cietal concerns emerge, gain prominence, 
and evolve over time in public discourse. 
Scholars suggest that public issues progress 
through distinct stages, often reflected by var-
ying levels of media attention (Park &  Jen-
nings, 2015). Anthony Downs (1972) concep-
tualized the issue attention cycle, providing 
a structured framework to understand fluctu-
ations in media and public interest. Downs 
proposed a model comprising five stages: 
pre-problem, alarmed discovery and euphor-
ic enthusiasm, realization of the costs in-
volved, gradual decline of public interest, and 
post-problem. Within this framework, crises 
or significant focusing events significantly in-
fluence media dynamics by rapidly increasing 
attention and urgency around specific issues 

(Birkland &  Schwaeble, 2019; Gupta & Jen-
kins-Smith, 2015).

Initially, in the pre-problem stage, an is-
sue generally receives limited attention, pri-
marily recognized by experts or specialized 
advocacy groups, with minimal media cover-
age, typically confined to specialized publica-
tions. This stage transitions into the “alarmed 
discovery and euphoric enthusiasm” phase 
when unexpected, dramatic events push the 
issue into the media spotlight. Through ex-
tensive and selective coverage, the media not 
only increase public attention but also shape 
thematic focus by emphasizing specific issue 
attributes (Downs, 1972). Media coverage 
thus prioritizes different aspects at different 
points in the cycle, reflecting prevailing polit-
ical discourses and policy concerns. As these 
issue attributes become more prominent, 
public interest intensifies, accompanied by 
optimism that swift action can resolve the 
issue. However, as complexities and costs of 
meaningful solutions become evident, public 
enthusiasm wanes, and media coverage shifts 
toward challenges and economic implica-
tions. Eventually, declining attention moves 
the issue into the “post-problem” stage, where 
it persists sporadically until a new problem re-
vives interest (Downs, 1972). 

Although Downs initially focused his 
analysis on environmental concerns, the 
model has since been applied to a wide range 
of societal concerns, from terrorism to edu-
cation, health, and corruption (Dyussenov, 
2017). These issues, due to their persistent 
and evolving nature, often require ongoing 
attention and policy responses (Park &  Jen-
nings, 2015; Petersen, 2009). Furthermore, 
the characteristics of crises also influence the 
duration and intensity of each stage within 
the cycle. Particularly shocking or significant 
events can prolong the alarmed discovery 
phase, maintaining high levels of media and 
public interest for extended periods (Park 
& Jennings, 2015). Conversely, a lack of new 
developments or follow-up events can lead 
to a rapid decline in interest, moving issues 
more quickly into the post-problem stage.

Having outlined the theoretical frame-
work of the issue attention cycle, the follow-
ing chapters will explore how it relates to and 
helps explain the dynamics of immigration 
coverage, specifically through the case of the 
2015 European migration surge. 
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3	 Exogenous shocks and media 
coverage

This paper treats the 2015 migration surge as 
an exogenous shock that challenged the insti-
tutional, political, and social capacity of re-
ceiving states. This conceptualization aligns 
with the literature, which defines such events 
as unexpected, external disruptions to estab-
lished patterns, often triggering rapid policy 
and societal responses (Hay, 1999; van Hoor-
en, Kaasch, & Starke, 2014). In the context of 
immigration, such periods are not defined 
solely by quantitative metrics; they are social-
ly constructed through political and media 
discourses that frame migration as an excep-
tional threat to stability, sovereignty, or cul-
tural cohesion (Boin, Hart, Stern, & Sundelius, 
2016). 

3.1	 The 2015 migration surge and political 
context

The 2015 migration surge is widely regarded as 
one of the most powerful catalysts of the 21st 
century, dramatically influencing public and 
political agendas across Europe (Hagelund, 
2020). This influx prompted intense media 
coverage that highlighted the severity and ur-
gency of the situation, thereby influencing the 
policy-making process and leading to politi-
cal and social disruptions (Hagelund, 2020). 
Unlike other immigration-related issues, such 
as EU enlargement or the Free Movement of 
People agreements, which are typically man-
aged at a national level with countries exercis-
ing more control, the 2015 migration surge 
transcended national boundaries, affecting 
the entire European continent (Mudde, 
2022). It served as a stimulus for public dis-
course, overshadowing other immigration is-
sues that were more controlled and localized 
(e. g., labor migration from Eastern Europe to 
Western Europe, or Spain’s management of 
migrants at Ceuta and Melilla). The influx not 
only had immediate political implications but 
also highlighted the critical role of the media 
in amplifying perceptions of a crisis (Mancini, 
Mazzoni, Barbieri, Damiani, & Gerli, 2021; 
Maurer, Jost, Haßler, & Kruschinski, 2019). 
Thus, the 2015 migration surge stands as a piv-
otal moment in European immigration histo-
ry, reflecting the profound effects that exoge-
nous shocks can have at national and 
transnational levels.

Given the comparative nature of this 
study, it is crucial to recognize that political 
contexts significantly shape media coverage 
of immigration. Political factors, including 
government composition, the presence of an-
ti-immigration movements, and a country’s 
immigration policies and history, significant-
ly shape how immigration is portrayed in the 
media. These political conditions – apart from 
historical context – are dynamic; they evolve 
in response to political developments, shifts 
in governance, and, most notably, sudden in-
fluxes that influence public discourse on mi-
gration. Hence, while national political condi-
tions shape how immigration is discussed 
within domestic debates, broader suprana-
tional frameworks, such as those of the Euro-
pean Union (EU), can introduce elements of 
policy coordination that also affect news con-
tent.

This interplay between national and su-
pranational influences becomes particularly 
evident during periods of intensified migra-
tion pressures when coordinated responses 
at the EU level impact how immigration is 
addressed in public and political discourse. 
As EU member states engage in collective 
decision-making, national policies are often 
adjusted in line with common agreements, 
which, in turn, shape how the media cover 
migration-related developments. A promi-
nent example is the EU’s coordinated policy 
measures implemented at the end of 2015, 
which sought to manage migration flows 
through collective action (Collett & Le Coz, 
2018). Policies such as Strengthened Border 
Management, the EU-Turkey Deal (2016), the 
Relocation Scheme, and the reform of the 
Dublin Regulation exemplify efforts to har-
monize responses among EU member states 
(Kyilah, 2021). As these measures were enact-
ed, media coverage likely reflected not only 
national political positions but also broader, 
unified policy frameworks, which may have 
led to greater similarities in media coverage 
across countries.

3.2	 A snapshot of media coverage
Media discourse plays a foundational role in 
defining the nature of exogenous shocks; it is 
essential to consider the development of Eu-
ropean immigration coverage (Mance & Spli-
chal, 2024; Vliegenthart, 2019). Research indi-
cates that immigration coverage peaks 
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notably during periods of heightened immi-
gration flows, aligning closely with height-
ened public anxiety and intensified political 
debate. Such “event-driven” media attention 
often results in predominantly negative nar-
ratives that emphasize threats and socio-eco-
nomic burdens (Eberl et al., 2018; Gottlob & 
Boomgaarden, 2020). While media coverage 
of immigration has historically varied both 
temporally and geographically, it has main-
tained a consistent emphasis on negative ste-
reotypes, such as crime, economic strain, and 
cultural threats. While these negative portray-
als remain prevalent, their intensity fluctuates 
most significantly during disruptive periods 
(Beckers &  van Aelst, 2019; Caviedes, 2015; 
Heidenreich, Eberl, Lind, & Boomgaarden, 
2019). Consequently, this chapter proceeds 
by discussing the prevailing scholarship on 
migration coverage, which primarily offers 
fragmented snapshots of media analysis driv-
en by exogenous shocks.

Cross-sectional comparative studies ex-
amining media coverage at the peak of the 
migration surge in 2015 have found that media 
attention was closely tied to real-world events 
– particularly the significant increase in asy-
lum seekers arriving in Europe – and demon-
strated some similarity across different coun-
tries (Eberl et al., 2019; Fengler &  Kreutler, 
2020; Heidenreich, Lind, et al., 2019). For ex-
ample, Fengler and Kreutler (2020) reveal 
a high degree of synchronicity in news cycles 
across 17 European countries, with media at-
tention rising and falling almost simultane-
ously in response to the 2015 arrivals. Eberl et 
al. (2019) further observed that although the 
timing of coverage was similar, the salience 
intensity was significantly higher in “transit” 
and “destination” countries than in others. 
This suggests that while large-scale migration 
flows can move the issue onto national agen-
das almost simultaneously across various 
contexts, the scale of the media response is 
still influenced by a country’s geographical 
and functional role in the migration route. 
Consequently, while these similarities appear 
irrespective of specific national immigration 
policies during the influx, current research 
does not fully explain how media salience de-
velops outside these peak periods. This leaves 
uncertainty about longer-term media cover-
age patterns and whether such synchronicity 

persists during periods of lower migratory 
pressure.

Research findings regarding the themat-
ic focus of media coverage are more mixed. 
Some studies have found significant differ-
ences in immigration coverage across coun-
tries (Eberl et al., 2019; Georgiou & Zaborows-
ki, 2017), while others highlight common 
themes (such as EU refugee policy) emerg-
ing across European news media during the 
2015 migration surge (Berry, García-Blanco, & 
Moore, 2016; Heidenreich, Lind, et al., 2019). 
Specifically, during the early stages, Heid-
enreich, Lind, et al. (2019) found that while 
“triggering events” led to similar peaks in at-
tention, the frames used were highly depen-
dent on national political contexts, such as 
Germany’s focus on integration and the UK’s 
emphasis on security. Berry, García-Blanco, 
and Moore (2016) noted a unified European 
shift toward “threat” narratives and common 
EU-level policy solutions, despite differing 
migration histories. In contrast, Georgiou and 
Zaborowski (2017) identified a “fragmented” 
landscape, in which some media coverage 
maintained humanitarian empathy while 
others rapidly shifted toward securitization 
and the de-individualization of migrants. 
These variations can partly be explained by 
country selection and study designs, as dif-
ferences may reflect distinct phases within 
the issue-attention cycle. For example, initial 
variations in coverage could emerge during 
the nascent stages of an intensification, char-
acterized by an “alarmed discovery” or, as 
Collett and Le Coz (2018) describe it, a “po-
litical escalation” phase (p. 10). Convergence 
in thematic focus is more likely in later stages 
when media reporting shifts to highlighting 
common challenges and perceived costs as-
sociated with migration, suggesting a shared 
response pattern. 

The core limitation of these existing find-
ings is their reliance on snapshot analyses of 
disruptive peaks. Current research thus does 
not fully capture media coverage dynamics 
because it predominantly analyzes disrup-
tive peak periods, during which journalistic 
norms and framing practices may differ con-
siderably from those before or after the peak of 
the intensification (Heidenreich et al., 2019). 
While snapshot analyses provide important 
insights, they offer a limited understanding of 
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how media coverage evolves. Without a longi-
tudinal perspective, it is impossible to discern 
whether the thematic convergence observed 
in 2015 was a unique byproduct of a  conti-
nental shock or a broader “Europeanization” 
of migration discourse. Expanding the ana-
lytical scope to include pre-surge, migration 
surge, and post-surge phases is therefore 
essential for a more comprehensive under-
standing of immigration coverage. Moreover, 
most longitudinal studies remain restricted 
to single-country analyses (Beckers &  van 
Aelst, 2019; Smith & Deacon, 2018; Verleyen 
& Beckers, 2023) or narrowly defined region-
al comparisons (Jacobs, Damstra, Boukes, & 
Swert, 2018), which constrains the ability to 
assess broader cross-national patterns. This 
limitation is particularly relevant given that 
immigration is an ongoing political issue that 
continually influences public sentiment and 
electoral outcomes. These political conse-
quences unfold not only at the national level 
but also within the broader European context, 
where immigration debates can shape EU-lev-
el policymaking and electoral dynamics. This 
study moves beyond localized or event-spe-
cific observations to identify whether there 
is a stable, underlying structure to European 
media coverage of immigration.

A longitudinal approach thus significant-
ly improves overall understanding of coverage 
dynamics and helps determine whether ob-
served cross-national similarities or thematic 
convergences are temporary, event-driven 
phenomena. To address this gap, the present 
study poses the following research questions:

	› RQ1: How has the amount of immigration 
coverage in traditional news media 
changed over time, and do these patterns 
vary across migration surge periods and 
periods of relative stability?

	› RQ2: How have traditional news media in 
European countries covered different as-
pects of immigration over time, and to 
what extent has this coverage converged 
during the migration surge period com-
pared to pre-surge and post-surge peri-
ods?

3.3	 Hypotheses
Building upon these insights, the present 
study undertakes a longitudinal analysis of 

media content, using the 2015 migration surge 
as a catalyst for change. Based on Downs’ is-
sue attention cycle and observed patterns in 
media coverage during exogenous shocks, the 
following hypotheses test how issue salience 
and thematic focus evolve across different 
stages.

The first set of hypotheses (H1a–d) will 
focus on the development of media salience 
over time, testing how the amount of cov-
erage shifts across four conditions: relative 
stability period, pre-surge period, migration 
surge period, and post-surge period. The rel-
ative stability period refers to the years pre-
ceding the migration surge (2001–2010). The 
pre-surge period (2011–2014) coincides with 
the onset of the Syrian civil war and the early 
stages of the migration surge in Europe. Al-
though widespread immigration was already 
underway,1 the sense of urgency had not yet 
entered the public’s attention.2 The migration 
surge period, from 2015 to 2017, represents the 
peak of media attention on the immigration 
influx. Finally, the post-surge period, from 
2018 to 2020, is characterized by a relative de-
cline in media attention on immigration, as 
other events, such as Brexit and the Covid-19 
pandemic, began to dominate the news cycle.

	› H1a: There will be significant differences in 
the frequency of immigration coverage 
among European countries during the rel-
ative stability period (2001–2010).

	› H1b: There will be an increase in similari-
ties in the frequency of immigration cover-
age among European countries during the 
pre-surge period (2011–2014) compared to 
the relative stability period.

1	 According to data from the Eurostat on first 
time asylum applications (2016), asylum ap-
plications in selected countries (Austria, Ger-
many, Ireland, the United Kingdom, France, 
and Spain) showed a total relative increase of 
121 percent from 2014 to 2015.

2	 According to Eurobarometer data, in 2014, 
18 percent of the total population in selected 
countries (Austria, Germany, Ireland, the Unit-
ed Kingdom, France, and Spain) viewed immi-
gration as the main national issue (European 
Commission, 2014). By 2015, this figure had ris-
en to 36 percent, with more than half of the pop-
ulation in Germany (76%) and Austria (56%) 
identifying immigration as the primary concern 
(European Commission, 2015).
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	› H1c: There will be high similarities in the 
frequency of immigration coverage among 
European countries during the migration 
surge period (2015–2017).

	› H1d: There will be a decline in similarities 
in the frequency of immigration coverage 
among European countries during the 
post-surge period (2018–2020) compared 
to the migration surge period.

The second part of this analysis examines how 
immigration coverage in European countries 
evolved, focusing on cross-national and tem-
poral variations in the issue attributes that 
received attention. During periods of relative 
stability, as well as in the pre-surge and post-
surge stages, media coverage is expected to 
reflect each country’s distinct political con-
text, leading to variation in the aspects of im-
migration that are emphasized. In contrast, 
during the migration surge period, coverage is 
expected to converge as media across coun-
tries focus on similar attributes of the issue, 
and coordinated EU policies implemented 
during the surge encourage them to prioritize 
similar themes, such as security concerns and 
border control. Accordingly, the following hy-
pothesis is proposed to examine whether 
these attributes become more synchronized 
across countries during the migration surge 
period:

	› H2: During the migration surge period, 
media coverage of immigration across Eu-
ropean countries will converge on a com-
mon thematic focus, emphasizing the 
same aspects of the issue and displaying 
more synchronized cyclical patterns than 
in the pre- and post-surge periods.

4	 Study design

In this paper, attribute analysis was used to ex-
amine the specific characteristics of immigra-
tion coverage in European newspapers. Unlike 
attribute agenda setting, which emphasizes 
the influence of the prominence of particular 
aspects of an issue on their perceived impor-
tance (Carvalho, Carmo Duarte, & Ruedin, 
2024; Kim, Han, Choi, & Kim, 2012), attribute 
analysis focuses on systematically examining 
these attributes to understand their nature 

and implications (Ghanem, 1997). This is crit-
ical because it is often the focus on specific 
attributes, rather than the issue in general, that 
heightens public attention (Ghanem, Mc-
Combs, & Chernov, 2009). Hence, this study 
will identify and quantify various issue attrib-
utes, providing a nuanced understanding of 
the media’s portrayal of immigration.

4.1	 Country selection
This study employs the Most Similar Sys-
tems Design (MSSD) as a methodological 
approach for selecting countries for compar-
ative analysis (Anckar, 2008). The selected 
countries – Austria (AT), Ireland (IE), Ger-
many (DE), France (FR), Spain (ES), and the 
United Kingdom (GB) – represent a diverse 
set of Western European nations (see Table A1 
in the online appendix for a summary of case 
characteristics). These nations share core po-
litical and economic characteristics as dem-
ocratic, advanced market economies within 
the European political framework (Vries, 
Hobolt, Proksch, & Slapin, 2021). This shared 
context provides a controlled analytical envi-
ronment, ensuring that observed variations in 
media coverage can be attributed to temporal 
dynamics and contextual factors, rather than 
unrelated systemic disparities (Przeworski & 
Teune, 1970; Lijphart, 1971).

The selection of these countries cap-
tures a range of migration histories and geo-
graphical contexts. Germany, France, and 
the United Kingdom have long-standing im-
migration traditions, while Ireland and Spain 
have emerged more recently as significant 
destinations. Austria, as a landlocked nation, 
contrasts with the island and continental cas-
es, enriching the analysis of how geographic 
and political contexts shape media discourse. 
The inclusion of these countries also accounts 
for critical political developments during the 
study period, such as the rise of populist anti-
immigration parties —including the FPÖ in 
Austria, the AfD in Germany, the National 
Rally (formerly National Front) in France, 
and UKIP in the UK. Furthermore, the impact 
of Brexit serves as a key contextual variable 
for understanding shifts in sovereignty and 
border rhetoric within the European media 
landscape.

By focusing on countries with compa-
rable systemic features, the study ensures 

https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_ozola-schade_supplementary_materials.pdf
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that observed patterns in media coverage 
are more likely attributable to temporal dy-
namics and contextual factors rather than 
unrelated macro-level differences (van Mol & 
Valk, 2016). This approach aligns with the log-
ic of MSSD, which prioritizes comparability in 
broader structural features while permitting 
natural variation in specific attributes that 
may influence media framing of immigration.

4.2	 Data collection
The primary data for this study comprises 
newspaper articles from 12 media outlets 
across the six selected countries, spanning 
the two-decade period from 2001 to 2020. The 
decision to focus exclusively on traditional 
newspapers is a deliberate methodological 
choice to ensure longitudinal consistency and 
comparability across the entire timeframe. 
Because the study commences in 2001, a pe-
riod prior to the widespread adoption of so-
cial media and the rise of digital-native news, 
legacy newspapers provide the most stable 
and continuous record of political discourse 
throughout the 20 years. Furthermore, these 
outlets are selected for their role as primary 
agenda-setters, as they traditionally pro-
vide the foundational reporting that informs 
broader public debate and digital media nar-
ratives (Su & Xiao, 2021).

To capture the diversity in media cov-
erage, newspapers with different political 
orientations were selected based on specific 
criteria : quality newspapers, large daily aver-
age circulation, and coverage of both internal 
and external affairs. Each country’s sample in-
cludes two major newspapers, one represent-
ing a center-left (c–l) viewpoint and the other 
a center-right (c–r) viewpoint. The classifica-
tion is grounded in independent assessments 
by Media Bias/Fact Check (MBFC), which 
uses a multivariate methodology to evaluate 
editorial bias and linguistic framing (Media 
Bias/Fact Check [MBFC], 2023a, 2023b, 2023c, 
2023d, 2023e, 2023f). By using this standard-
ized external baseline, the study ensures im-
partial and consistent categorization across 
diverse national media systems. For Austria : 
Der Standard (c–l) and Die Presse (c–r); for 
Germany: Die Süddeutsche Zeitung (c–l) and 
Die Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (c–r); for 
Ireland: The Irish Times (c–l) and The Irish In-
dependent (c–r); for the United Kingdom: The 

Guardian (c–l) and The Daily Telegraph (c–r); 
for Spain: El Pais (c–l) and El Mundo (c–r); 
for France: Le Monde (c–l) and Le Figaro 
(c–r). This selection ensures that the dataset 
encompasses the core mainstream political 
discourse consistently across all six cases and 
throughout the entire duration of the study.

4.3	 Article retrieval and selection
Articles were retrieved by using the keywords 
“immigrant*”, “immigrat*”, “refugee*”, “asy-
lum”, and “foreigner*” based on prior re-
search (Eberl et al., 2019; Lawlor & Tolley, 
2017). These keywords were applied to the 
LexisNexis database and newspaper archives 
to access relevant articles. The inclusion cri-
teria were that keywords must appear at least 
twice in the headline or lead paragraph. In-
itially, 69 411 articles were identified. After 
removing duplicates and articles with few-
er than 50 words, a sample of 61 298 articles 
remained. All articles were translated from 
their original languages into English using 
DeepL, an automated translation tool proven 
to produce reliable, high-quality translations 
(Kamaluddin, Rasyid, Abqoriyyah, & Saehu, 
2024). 

The objective of this study was to per-
form an analysis of all data, and a supervised 
machine learning technique was applied. 
To create a representative training set, a sys-
tematic sampling procedure was applied. For 
each country, the full dataset was organized 
in a strict chronological sequence by publica-
tion date. Starting with the first article in each 
country-specific list, every 20th article was 
selected to form a manual coding subsample. 
This systematic selection resulted in a manu-
al coding subsample of 2 912 articles (Corpus 
A), ensuring that the training data captured 
a  balanced temporal distribution of media 
coverage across the entire 2001–2020 period. 
This manually coded corpus was then used 
to train a classifier to automatically code the 
remaining data (Corpus B). The decision to 
perform manual coding on Corpus A was fun-
damental to the supervised machine learn-
ing design, as it provided a “gold standard” 
dataset. This manual phase enabled nuanced 
interpretation of media attributes that auto-
mated tools alone may not identify, ensuring 
the subsequent machine learning model was 
grounded in human-verified context.
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4.4	 Codebook development
The codebook for this study was developed 
using both deductive and inductive ap-
proaches. Given the absence of a standard-
ized instrument for content analysis of migra-
tion-related content, the codebook was 
designed to incorporate both pre-defined and 
emergent categories. Deductive categories 
and their attributes were based on prior re-
search (Fengler &  Kreutler, 2020; Heidenre-
ich, Lind, et al., 2019), aiming to identify the 
type of migration (forced or voluntary), mi-
grant origins (country), and issue-specific 
subtopics (attributes). These subtopics in-
clude economic aspects, culture and society, 
security, policy, management, border control, 
international political responsibility, and le-
gal processes. Overall, the codebook included 
32 attributes (see the online appendix, Table 
A2).

4.5	 Manual coding and validity
Each article was coded quantitatively and 
manually by three trained coders. Extensive 
training was conducted to ensure reliability. 
The training process spanned several weeks 
and included multiple stages to ensure con-
ceptual alignment. Initially, coders engaged 
in pilot coding rounds using a separate set of 
50 articles, followed by group discussions to 
identify and resolve discrepancies in interpre-
tation. This iterative process allowed for the 
continuous refinement of the codebook defi-
nitions until a shared understanding was 
reached. An intercoder reliability test was per-
formed on a subset of 150 articles, achieving 
Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.81 (ranging from 0.673 
to 1.0, see online appendix Table A3), indicat-
ing good agreement among coders. The soft-
ware QDAMiner was used for coding the arti-
cles. This enabled the coders to code an article 
so that a specific part of the text could be ex-
tracted as a case for a specific code. During the 
coding process, 466 articles (16%) were iden-
tified as irrelevant because the immigration 
issue was not the main topic. It was relevant to 
identify and store these articles, as they were 
used to train a classifier that would automati-
cally identify such articles in the rest of the 

3	 Except for the issue attribute decreased develop-
ments, which was below the range and excluded 
from all analyses in this study.

data. Finally, excluding irrelevant articles, 
2 446 were about immigration. 

4.6	 Automatic coding and attribute cluster 
extraction

Two classification models were developed 
using the RoBERTa transformer architecture. 
Recent evaluations have demonstrated that 
RoBERTa consistently outperforms tradi-
tional machine learning models in terms of 
accuracy and F1 scores (Pookduang, Klang-
bunrueang, Chansanam, & Lunrasri, 2025). 
Accordingly, RoBERTa was employed in this 
study due to its higher performance in pre-
liminary tests with other classifiers (i. e., SVM, 
Naive Bayes, KNN, and BERT), particularly in 
multiclass modeling, where the alternative 
models exhibited notably lower predictive 
accuracy.

The process was carried out in two se-
quential stages. First, a binary classification 
model was developed to categorize entire 
articles as either Relevant topic or Irrelevant 
topic. To create a somewhat balanced data-
set, 800 articles for the Relevant topic sample 
were randomly selected to match the number 
of the Irrelevant topic sample (N = 466). The 
data were then divided into training (70%), 
development (15%), and test (15%) sets. 
After extensive testing with different model 
parameters (see full Python script in online 
appendix Document A1), the model achieved 
an accuracy of 95.26 percent (see Table 1) and 
was applied to unseen data (corpus B), with 
articles as the unit of analysis. Newly coded 
articles categorized as Relevant topic (N = 
47 950) were used for the next round of auto-
mated coding. In contrast, articles that were 
coded as Irrelevant topic (N = 13 348, 23%) 
were removed from further analysis.

Second, prior to developing the second 
classification model, exploratory factor anal-
ysis was conducted on the manually coded 
data (corpus A) to extract attribute clusters. 
This step simplified pattern recognition and 
interpretation within the dataset by identi-
fying underlying relationships between at-
tributes (Field, 2009). To ensure conceptual 
distinctness and avoid item double-loading, 
seven attributes were excluded from the anal-
ysis : political drama, increase, decrease, war/
crimes at home country, denied entry, human 
interest story, and failure of daily manage-

https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_ozola-schade_supplementary_materials.pdf
https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_ozola-schade_supplementary_materials.pdf
https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_ozola-schade_supplementary_material__document_a1__python_script_binary_roberta.txt
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ment. The remaining variables were ana-
lyzed using the Varimax rotation method to 
maximize the variance between factors and 
ensure the clusters were mutually exclusive 
in their mathematical derivation. The factor 
extraction accounted for 52 percent of the ex-
plained variance, with a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
(KMO) measure of 0.64 (p < 0.01), indicating 
an acceptable sampling adequacy for the ex-
traction of the ten attribute clusters with Ei-
genvalues over 1.0 (see the full factor loading 
matrix in online appendix Table A4). These 
clusters represent distinct thematic dimen-
sions that can coexist within a single news 
story.

Next, the second classification model 
was trained for automatic coding. Including 
all 10 clusters in model training led to poor 
performance, with model accuracy below 
50  percent. Therefore, only the three most 
salient attribute clusters were selected for 
the second classification model, while less 
salient clusters were combined into a single 
category. As a result, the second model was 
trained to classify four categories: Politics 
and rights (N = 3 979), Border control and 
management (N = 3 182), International re-
sponsibility (N = 2 044), and Other attributes 
(N = 4 598). These three attribute clusters not 
only emerged empirically as the most salient 
across countries (see Figure A1), but also align 
theoretically with Downs’ framework, as they 
reflect the phases of intensified attention, pol-

icy discussions, and recognition of complexi-
ty and management. 

The dataset was again divided into train-
ing (80%), validation (10%), and test (10%) 
subsets, and the model was tested with dif-
ferent parameter sets (see the full Python 
script in online appendix Document A2). In 
this model, the paragraph served as the unit 
of analysis. The model delivered 74.41 percent 
accuracy. Finally, after performing classifica-
tion at the paragraph level, the newly coded 
data were aggregated back to the article level, 
with each attribute cluster binary-coded to 
indicate its presence or absence within each 
article. This aggregation allows for a multi-
thematic representation of each article, where 
a single text may be identified as containing 
multiple attribute clusters simultaneously.

4.7	 Analytic strategy
The analytic strategy of this paper involves 
a multi-step approach to examine how immi-
gration coverage and its attributes evolve over 
time in European newspapers. The sample of 
immigration-related articles was divided into 
four periods: relative stability (2001–2010, N = 
19 630), pre-surge (2011–2014, n = 5 463), mi-
gration surge (2015–2017, n = 14 210), and 
post-surge (2018–2020, n = 8 648). 

To test H1a–d (referencing how much 
coverage), weekly article frequencies were 
calculated per country, and Pearson’s cor-
relations were conducted across country pairs 

Table 1:	 Summary of performance results for RoBERTa classification models

Model Accuracy Precision Recall F1 Score

Binary classification model (Macro) 0.95 0.95 0.95 0.95

Relevant topic 0.96 0.97 0.96

Irrelevant topic 0.94 0.93 0.94

Multiclass classification model (Macro) 0.74 0.74 0.76 0.74

Policy and rights 0.70 0.76 0.73

International responsibility 0.73 0.82 0.77

Border control and management 0.71 0.72 0.71

Other attribute clusters 0.83 0.71 0.77

https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_ozola-schade_supplementary_materials.pdf
https://seismoverlag.ch/site/assets/files/6824/scoms-26-2_ozola-schade_supplementary_material__document_a2__python_script_multiclass_roberta.txt
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(15 combinations). For H2 (referencing spe-
cific themes emphasized), correlations were 
similarly conducted for each selected attri-
bute clusters identified earlier. 

For both sets of analyses, average correla-
tion coefficients and their significance levels 
for each period were computed manually us-
ing Fisher’s Z–transformation method (Silver 
& Dunlap, 1987). This involved: (1) extracting 
correlation coefficients for each timeframe, 
(2) applying Fisher’s Z–transformation to 
these coefficients, (3) calculating average Z–
scores, (4) converting these averages back 
into correlation coefficients using inverse 
Fisher’s Z–transformation, (5) computing the 
standard error for Z, (6) performing Z–tests, 
and (7) determining p-values.

5	 Results

This section presents the study´s findings, or-
ganized into two parts. First, a comparison of 
immigration coverage across countries and 
the dynamics of the issue attention cycle will 
be discussed, utilizing descriptive results and 
statistical analysis. Second, the analysis will 
focus on comparing clusters of issue attrib-
utes and examining patterns of structural 
changes in media content, with reference to 
the issue attention cycle.

To get an overview of the data distribu-
tion, Figure 1 presents quarterly article fre-
quencies. These patterns reflect the interac-
tion between shared European exogenous 
shocks and specific national political land-
scapes. 

In Austria, immigration-related articles 
remained stable until a sharp spike in 2015, 
corresponding to the sudden surge in arriv-
als frequently framed in political discourse as 
the “European migration crisis.” This inten-
sification was amplified by Austria’s position 
as a primary transit hub on the Balkan route 
and the subsequent domestic political polar-
ization driven by the FPÖ (Freedom Party), 
which centered immigration in the national 
discourse (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017). 
Germany followed a similar pattern, with 
a significant increase during the 2015–2016 
period of high migration flows. As a central 
player in the European Union (Zaun & Rip-
oll Servent, 2021), Germany’s decision un-

der Chancellor Angela Merkel to admit over 
a million refugees significantly influenced EU 
migration policy. This sparked intense media 
coverage and shaped EU-wide debates on 
refugee quotas and border control (Maurer, 
Haßler, Kruschinski, & Jost, 2022). After 2016, 
as migration flows slowed, coverage declined, 
but Germany continued to play a key role in 
discussions on integration and EU migration 
policies.

Ireland experienced moderate coverage, 
with peaks in the early 2000s and in 2015, re-
flecting its rapid transition from a country of 
emigration to one of immigration during the 
economic boom (Mac Éinrí & White, 2008) 
and the broader regional migratory devel-
opments of 2015. The United Kingdom had 
consistent coverage, with a sharp rise in 2015 
when the migration influx intersected with 
the burgeoning Brexit debate. In this context, 
media coverage served as a vehicle for broad-
er discussions on national sovereignty and the 
perceived loss of border control (Islentyeva, 
2023).

France, an old immigration country with 
colonial history, had relatively stable cover-
age, with moderate peaks in 2007 and 2015. 
These peaks were largely driven by domestic 
debates on integration and national identity, 
which frequently resurface during French 
presidential election cycles (Ayoub, 2024). 
Spain, however, consistently showed high-
er coverage levels, with significant peaks in 
2002, 2006, and 2015. The early 2000s peaks 
were driven by large-scale immigration regu-
larization programs and increased migration 
(González-Enríquez, 2009). The 2006 peak 
specifically corresponds to the significant ar-
rival of migrants via the Canary Islands, which 
established immigration as a permanent, 
frontline security and humanitarian issue in 
Spanish media. As one of the main gateways 
into Europe, Spain has consistently been af-
fected by migratory flows—a role that became 
even more pronounced after the closure of the 
Balkan route, which redirected a significant 
portion of migration through the Mediterra-
nean (European Council, 2024).

Taken together, trends across countries 
show that while the 2015 migration surge was 
a common factor influencing media atten-
tion, the specific frequency and duration of 
coverage were modulated by factors such as 
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national politics, geography, and historical 
migration patterns. These factors explain why 
the issue attention cycle varies in intensity. 
At the same time, some countries experience 
immigration as a series of temporary shocks, 
while others, like Spain and the UK, treat it as 
a permanent structural feature of the political 
landscape.

5.1	 Issue attention cycle
The first set of hypotheses (H1a–d) was tested 
using Pearson correlation analyses to assess 
the similarity in immigration salience – meas-
ured as weekly article frequencies – across six 
European countries over four distinct time 
periods (see Figure 2). These statistical results 
were further contextualized by the temporal 
developments of article frequencies shown in 
Figure 1, which reveal how the salience of im-
migration evolved across individual national 
contexts.

H1a proposed significant differences in 
the development of immigration salience 
during periods of relative stability. In the 
2001–2010 period, Figure 2 shows very weak 
and statistically insignificant correlations (r = 
0.096, p = 0.74), indicating minimal similarity 
in immigration reporting frequencies. Figure 
1 illustrates this finding: Spain stands out with 

persistently high salience, while countries 
like Austria, Ireland, and the United Kingdom 
exhibit lower and more erratic trends. These 
divergent national patterns support H1a, con-
firming that during the relative stability peri-
od, immigration was not a commonly salient 
issue across European media.

H1b expected increasing similarity in 
immigration salience during the pre-surge 
period (2011–2014), when migration pres-
sures began to build. Figure 2 shows a modest 
increase in correlations (r = 0.196, p = 0.49), 
though the results remain statistically insig-
nificant. Figure 1 shows a slight upward trend 
in article frequencies in several countries, 
particularly Austria and Germany, with some 
visible co-movement. Nonetheless, overall 
salience patterns remained largely nationally 
distinct, partially confirming H1b: while some 
regional convergence emerged, it was not suf-
ficiently strong or consistent to indicate a fully 
shared issue agenda.

H1c hypothesized significant similarity 
in immigration salience during the migration 
surge period (2015–2017). The results in Fig-
ure 2 strongly support this, showing the high-
est average correlation (r = 0.685, p = 0.004), 
which is both strong and statistically signifi-
cant. This period marks a clear convergence 

Figure 1:	 Trends in immigration-related media coverage in selected European countries  
(2001–2020)
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in media salience across countries. As seen in 
Figure 1, all countries exhibit a simultaneous, 
dramatic spike in article frequency around 
2015, with particularly sharp peaks in Austria, 
Germany, and Ireland. These synchronized 
increases reflect a collective media response 
to the 2015 migration surge, validating H1c 
and illustrating the role of transnational 
shocks in aligning national media agendas.

H1d proposed a decline in similarity in 
the post-surge period (2018–2020), anticipat-
ing a return to more diverse national patterns 
of salience. Figure 2 shows a decrease in aver-
age correlation (r = 0.396, p = 0.15), still above 
pre-surge levels but no longer statistically sig-
nificant. Figure 1 reflects this fragmentation: 
while Germany and the United Kingdom 

maintained relatively high and fluctuating 
levels of reporting, countries such as France 
and Spain exhibited flatter and more subdued 
trends. These mixed developments support 
H1d, suggesting that the shared salience in-
duced by the migration surge dissipated as 
national contexts reasserted their influence 
over immigration reporting.

Overall, these results illustrate an issue 
attention cycle in Europe, reflecting how 
immigration rose and fell in prominence 
across European media. The migration surge 
brought a moment of strong convergence in 
immigration salience. However, immigration 
was not uniformly salient in the national me-
dia during the initial period, and this diver-
gence gradually re-emerged in the post-surge 

Figure 2:	 Pearson’s correlation matrix of weekly article frequency among countries  
by time periods
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years. These findings underscore the tempo-
rary unifying effect of transnational shocks – 
such as the 2015 migration surge – on national 
media agendas, while also suggesting a partial 
return to nationally differentiated patterns of 
media salience in the aftermath.

5.2	 Issue attribute attention cycle
This section of the results examines media 
content related to immigration by comparing 
attribute clusters across countries. Before 
testing H2, an overview of the distribution of 
attribute clusters (see Figure 3) based on 
manually coded data illustrates the changes 
media outlets have made in response to the 
migration surge. These attribute clusters are 
higher-level factors derived from the underly-
ing variables.

The data in Figure 3 reflect the mean 
number of articles per time period in which 
each attribute cluster was present, coded as 
1 (present) and 0 (absent). A higher value 
indicates that the cluster occurred more fre-
quently in the sampled articles during that 
timeframe.

Across all periods, the Policy and rights 
cluster remains the most prominent overall, 
peaking in 2001–2010 and again in 2018–2020, 
with a temporary dip during the migration 
surge years. The Border control and man-
agement cluster increases steadily, while 
International responsibility peaks sharply in 
2015–2017, indicating a shift in thematic fo-
cus on a transnational perspective during the 
migration surge. Other clusters, including 
Integration, Economic aspects, Security, Civic 

Figure 3:	 Aggregate trends of attribute clusters over time periods
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Figure 4:	 Developments of attribute clusters over time with average Pearson’s correlation  
coefficients by time periods
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intolerance, and Culture and national values, 
show relatively low to moderate mean values 
across all periods, with only minor fluctua-
tions. While Integration and Economic aspects 
decline slightly over time, Security and Civic 
intolerance remain stable at lower levels. The 
least prevalent attributes overall are Civic aid 
and assistance and Social disputes, though 
both show modest increases in the later pe-
riods.

These aggregate trends broadly reflect 
national-level developments (see Appendix 
Figure A1). While variation persists – such as 
the sharper decline of Policy & rights in Spain 
and Ireland, differing prominence of Inter-
national responsibility, and varying intensity 
of the rise in Border control & management 
across countries – most countries adjusted 
their thematic focus during the peak periods 
in similar ways, marked by greater attention 
to control, international cooperation, and, 
to a lesser extent, integration and economic 
aspects.

Next, Pearson’s correlations were run 
to test H2 on the three most salient attribute 
clusters. As stated above, it is hypothesized 
that during the migration surge period, me-
dia coverage will become more similar, fo-
cusing on similar themes and showing more 
coordinated patterns over time than in the 
periods before or after the surge. Figure 4 
presents the temporal development of three 
key attribute clusters – Policy and Rights, In-
ternational responsibility, and Border control 
and management – across countries between 
2001 and 2020, along with average correlation 
coefficients of weekly frequencies for each 
time period. 

Results show that thematic convergence 
increased during the migration surge period 
(2015–2017), particularly for International re-
sponsibility, which shows a strong, statistical-
ly significant correlation across countries (r = 
0.72, p = 0.002). While a decrease in correla-
tion strength is visible, it remains statistically 
significant even in the post-surge period (r = 
0.52, p = 0.048), suggesting a shared discur-
sive focus on supranational cooperation and 
humanitarian obligations. A similar but less 
pronounced pattern is observed for the Bor-
der control and management cluster, which 
also peaks during the surge period and shows 
a moderate, significant correlation across 

countries (r = 0.57, p = 0.02). The Policy and 
rights cluster shows consistently high levels 
of coverage across countries, but low, sta-
tistically insignificant correlations across all 
periods, including the migration surge years 
(2015–2017) (r = 0.43, p = 0.11), indicating lim-
ited convergence in the timing and intensity 
of national policy discussions. These findings 
offer partial support for H2, which anticipated 
greater thematic alignment and synchronized 
coverage across countries during the migra-
tion surge than in the pre- and post-surge 
periods.

6	 Discussion

The present study explored longitudinal pat-
terns of immigration coverage across tradi-
tional news media in Europe, focusing on de-
velopments from 2001 to 2020. Drawing on 
Anthony Downs’ issue attention cycle, it ex-
amined how immigration coverage varied 
over time, specifically comparing periods of 
migration surge and relative stability. The 
study’s results highlight both expected pat-
terns in media coverage of the 2015 European 
migration surge and novel insights from its 
cross-national, longitudinal design.

The findings demonstrate a clear peak in 
immigration coverage during the 2015–2017 
migration surge, consistent with Downs’ 
(1972) assumptions that significant focusing 
events drive heightened media attention. This 
alignment suggests that dramatic real-world 
events (exogenous shocks), like the sudden 
increase in migration flows, directly influence 
media salience and framing practices. While 
previous research has documented similar 
patterns during periods of heightened migra-
tion flows (Eberl et al., 2019; Heidenreich et 
al., 2019), this study uniquely contextualizes 
these episodic peaks within a broader longi-
tudinal framework, emphasizing their tem-
porary nature and cyclical patterns across 
European nations.

A key contribution of this study is iden-
tifying significant cross-national variation 
in immigration coverage during periods of 
relative stability, indicating that media at-
tention tends to converge primarily during 
major exogenous shocks. This highlights the 
persistent influence of national contexts – in-
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cluding domestic political climates, historical 
immigration experiences, and geographical 
locations  – on media discourse when not 
overshadowed by external shocks.

An important content finding was the 
significant increase in coverage highlighting 
International responsibility during the migra-
tion surge period. This shift toward a transna-
tional perspective likely stems from height-
ened visibility and activity of supranational 
organizations, as well as increased political 
and public pressure for collective Europe-
an responses (Vranceanu, Dinas, Heidland 
& Ruhs, 2023). Notably, this theme remained 
influential, albeit diminished, in the post-
surge period, corroborating findings by Yant-
seva (2020) and Tirosh, Bien-Aime, Sreeni-
vasan, and Lichtenstein (2022). This suggests 
that even after the surge’s peak, when media 
discourse generally reverts to national con-
texts, transnational themes continue to influ-
ence discussions.

Interpreted through Downs’ issue atten-
tion cycle, the thematic convergence during 
periods of heightened migration flows cor-
responds to the “alarmed discovery” phase, 
characterized by a collective sense of urgency 
and optimism toward transnational collabo-
ration. However, as pragmatic challenges and 
political disputes became prominent, media 
coverage increasingly reverted to national 
contexts, prioritizing themes such as national 
policies, border control, and management. 
Nonetheless, some themes, particularly those 
related to international cooperation, indicate 
a sustained albeit lower-level media interest 
beyond acute intensification, suggesting that 
these disruptive episodes may have the power 
not only to shift attention temporarily but also 
to establish new ways of discussing immigra-
tion in Europe.

7	 Conclusion

In conclusion, this study makes a significant 
contribution to research on both the issue-
attention cycle and comparative immigration 
coverage. It demonstrates the relevance of 
Downs’ model in a cross-national European 
context, revealing cyclical patterns in media 
attention driven by major events. The 2015 mi-
gration surge emerged as a critical focal point, 
prompting a brief phase of thematic conver-

gence and heightened transnationally fo-
cused coverage. This later shifted back toward 
nationally specific narratives, though not to 
the fragmented levels seen in the pre-surge 
period.

Rather than suggesting a uniform re-
sponse across countries, the findings point 
to a dynamic interplay between shared ex-
ogenous shocks and country-specific factors 
such as political climate, geographic context, 
and immigration history. For instance, the 
resurgence of national politics, such as the 
influence of anti-immigrant parties, elec-
tion cycles, or shifts in national government 
composition, might refocus media attention 
back on domestic policy debates post-surge. 
This highlights that media discourse on im-
migration is not static but evolves through 
both common European developments and 
distinct national perspectives.

This study provides important insights 
into European media coverage of immigra-
tion; however, certain limitations highlight 
areas for future research. Limitations include 
the study’s approach to media selection, 
which did not differentiate between tabloid 
and quality media. Tabloid outlets may cover 
immigration issues in distinctive ways, pos-
sibly favoring sensational or national-cen-
tric framing (Conboy, 2021). Additionally, 
selecting countries based on a most similar 
system design (MSSD) may overlook influ-
ential differences in media systems and his-
torical contexts (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Fu-
ture research should consider incorporating 
a broader range of media types and expand-
ing comparative frameworks to include East-
ern European contexts or regions with diverse 
immigration histories. Further limitations 
stem from the use of translated articles via au-
tomated translation software (DeepL). While 
effective, it may not always capture subtle cul-
tural or contextual meanings in the original 
texts. This could affect the interpretation of 
the findings and suggests that future research 
might benefit from native-language analysis 
to ensure the reliability of the sources.

Automatic coding also introduced lim-
itations, as not all attribute clusters were in-
cluded in the supervised machine learning 
process due to insufficient case numbers. This 
issue could have been resolved by incorpo-
rating more manually coded data or utilizing 
alternative methods, such as back-to-back 
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translations. However, time and cost con-
straints prevented further pursuit of these ap-
proaches. Nevertheless, the use of automatic 
coding remained crucial, as relying solely 
on manually coded data would have yield-
ed an insufficient number of cases, thereby 
compromising the statistical power of the 
analysis. Furthermore, automatic coding en-
abled analysis at weekly intervals rather than 
monthly, which better aligns with the fluid 
and occasionally rapid development of polit-
ical discussions that monthly data would not 
adequately capture.

Although the present study focused pri-
marily on descriptive patterns and avoided 
strong causal interpretations, it acknowledg-
es the important role of real-world develop-
ments, such as the rate of asylum inflows, EU 
policy responses, and national political deci-
sions, in influencing media coverage. Hence, 
future research could explicitly investigate 
causal mechanisms. Additionally, integrating 
theoretical perspectives such as news val-
ues and media storm theory could provide 
deeper insights into media dynamics during 
surge and relative stability periods. Lastly, 
extending the examination period beyond 
2020 would further clarify whether observed 
thematic continuities reflect lasting shifts or 
temporary adjustments, enriching our un-
derstanding of immigration coverage over 
extended periods.

Finally, while this study focused primar-
ily on identifying and describing patterns, the 
findings also carry broader implications. Rec-
ognizing the cyclical nature of media attention 
could help policymakers strategically address 
immigration issues during periods of height-
ened salience. Similarly, understanding these 
patterns may encourage media practitioners 
to reflect on their reporting beyond immedi-
ate disruptive events critically.
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Should we succumb to technopanic or em-
brace techno-optimism in this so-called post-
truth era? In his latest book, Technopanic 
(currently available only in Italian), Alberto 
Acerbi, Assistant Professor in the Department 
of Sociology and Social Research at the Uni-
versity of Trento, suggests a cautious middle 
path. Drawing on his background at the inter-
face of cultural evolution, psychology, anthro-
pology, and sociology, Acerbi provides a time-
ly and, one might argue, much-needed, 
empirically grounded reflection on the con-
temporary anxieties surrounding digital tech-
nologies. Although some examples refer to 
the Italian sociopolitical context, the book’s 
arguments are highly transferable to broader 
international debates. 

In general, the book strikes a rare balance 
between accessible introductions to topics 
and scholarly rigor, making it suitable for both 
general readers and academic audiences. As a 
researcher in the field of mental health misin-
formation, with a background in psychology 
and communication, I found his sociological 
lens enlightening and encouraging interdisci-
plinary reflection.

Technopanic is rich with historical and 
cultural references, from Orson Welles’ 1938 
War of the Worlds broadcast (Pooley & Soco-
low, 2013) to the Cambridge Analytica scan-
dal, while maintaining a light ironic tone that 
renders complex issues more digestible. 

The first seven chapters of the book sys-
tematically dismantle what Acerbi calls “tech-
nopanics”, alarmist narratives in contempo-
rary digital discourse. He demonstrates how 
these concerns echo historical cycles of moral 
panic, such as those sparked by the advent of 
radio and television. Topics range from con-
spiracy theories, to the intellectual traps of 

casting digital folk devils like Mark Zuckerberg 
or Jeff Bezos, to the supposed negative impact 
of social media on mental health. A significant 
portion of the book also focuses on misinfor-
mation, a subject central to Acerbi’s research.

Rather than portraying the public as 
helpless victims of manipulation, Acerbi re-
minds readers that persuasion, particularly 
online, is far more difficult than we tend to 
assume. He also highlights that the propor-
tion of misinformation compared to accurate 
information is often overstated. In doing so, 
he emphasizes the need to contextualize the 
susceptibility to misleading information with-
in broader psychological and social process-
es. As he notes, for instance, content virality 
is not driven by falsehood per se, but by emo-
tional salience. One particularly compelling 
argument is Acerbi’s framing of misinforma-
tion as a symptom, thus reflecting underlying 
needs rather than being purely the result of 
gullibility or manipulation.

Acerbi also critiques methodological 
limitations, such as the file-drawer problem 
(i. e., the tendency to publish only signifi-
cant results), and conceptual ambiguities, 
particularly the often-overlooked distinction 
between being uninformed and being misin-
formed, with profound implications for em-
pirical interpretation. 

The eighth and final chapter, focusing 
on so-called technosolutions, is especially 
interesting for Acerbi’s positionality, which 
encourages scholars to a shift in perspective: 
rather than considering individuals as passive 
“users” vulnerable to manipulation, he frames 
them as agents capable of discernment. This 
argument aligns with recent findings by Acer-
bi himself and his colleague Altay (2024), who 
demonstrated that the strongest predictor of 
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perceived danger of misinformation is the 
third-person effect (i. e., the perception that 
others are more vulnerable to misinforma-
tion than the self). Researchers themselves 
may also overestimate the vulnerability of the 
general population. Acerbi cautions that in 
our eagerness to combat misinformation, we 
may unintentionally increase public distrust 
even toward accurate information, thus exac-
erbating a broader climate of epistemic un-
certainty. In addition, while there is a strong 
focus on decreasing belief in falsehoods, com-
paratively little attention is paid to how we can 
increase belief in truth.

One particularly effective rhetorical strat-
egy in the book is Acerbi’s use of analogies 
between online and offline behaviour. For 
example, he questions why we are so alarmed 
by ideological isolation in online echo cham-
bers when we routinely seek out like-minded 
communities in offline contexts. These com-
parisons serve as a reminder to approach the 
panic surrounding digital phenomena cum 
grano salis, as they often mirror long-standing 
human predispositions.

One limitation of the book, more ter-
minological than substantive, concerns the 
use of the term disinformation (Italian: dis-
informazione). Acerbi uses this term to refer 
to misinformation, reflecting the absence of 
a  lexical distinction between the two con-
cepts in Italian. This differs from the stand-
ard in English-language scholarship, where 
disinformation implies deliberate deception 
intent and misinformation does not (Aïmeur 
et al., 2023), and might introduce potential 
ambiguities for scholarly readers.

Additionally, the book does not address 
more recent forms of misleading content, 
such as visual misinformation (e. g., deep-
fakes), and frames online misinformation 
primarily as generalized media content. How-
ever, misinformation can also be tailored, for 
instance, within online health communities. 
Given the book’s concise scope, these omis-
sions are understandable and point to prom-
ising directions for future publications.

In conclusion, as Acerbi aptly reminds 
us, there are no simple solutions to complex 
problems. Yet Technopanic offers an empir-
ically grounded roadmap for navigating to-
day’s digital landscape, making a strong case 
for scientific reflexivity. 
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