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EDITORIAL

Editorial – 1/2026

Helena Stehle, Marko Bachl, Ruth Kasdorf, Christine Lohmeier & Constanze Rossmann

Die im vergangenen Jahr in „SCM – Studies in Communication and Media“ veröf-
fentlichten Forschungserkenntnisse spiegeln in bemerkenswerter Form die Aktualität, 
Vielfalt und Breite der kommunikationswissenschaftlichen Forschung wider. So sind 
Fragestellungen aus der Forschung zu Journalismus und strategischer Kommunika-
tion, zu Risiko- und Wissenschaftskommunikation sowie digitaler Kommunikation 
ebenso vertreten wie jene zur Nutzung, Aneignung und Wirkung von Kommunika-
tion sowie zu kommunikationswissenschaftlichen Methoden. Sie thematisieren 
beispielsweise mediale Vergewaltigungsdarstellungen (Grub, 2025), die strategische 
Nachhaltigkeitskommunikation von Unternehmen (Jungblut & Naderer, 2025) und 
Influencer:innen (Schorn et al., 2025) oder die Rezeption von Fehlinformationen in 
sozialen Medien (Kessler, 2025). Auch in methodischer Hinsicht verdeutlichen die 
Beiträge die Breite der Disziplin. Neben medienethnografischen Fallstudien (Reißmann 
et al., 2025) und qualitativen Expert:inneninterviews (Leonhardt et al., 2025) sind 
beispielsweise qualitative (Polkowski et al., 2025) und quantitative Inhaltsanalysen 
(Schwarz & Faj, 2025), Onlinebefragungen (Zabel et al., 2025) – auch für Dyaden 
und Kleingruppen (Schindler, 2025) – sowie Eye Tracking- (Eder et al., 2025) und 
Topic Modeling-Analysen (Schoolmann & Coenen, 2025) vertreten, genauso wie 
Experimente, Mixed Method-Designs und automatisierte Verfahren. 

Diese Vielfalt und Breite der Kommunikationswissenschaft trifft auf gesellschafts-
politische Entwicklungen, die auch in 2026 die Bedeutsamkeit dieser Forschung 
unterstreichen. Exemplarisch können Chancen und Risiken künstlicher Intelligenz 
zum Beispiel für politische und strategische Kommunikation, systematische Des- 
und Misinformationen und Hassrede in sozialen Medien oder auch konzertierte 
Angriffe auf Medien, Institutionen oder demokratische Gesellschaften insgesamt 
genannt werden. Ziel von SCM ist es, weiterhin eine zentrale Plattform für die 
Veröffentlichung kommunikationswissenschaftlicher Erkenntnisse zu diesen und 
weiteren bedeutsamen Fragen zu sein und damit aktiv zur wissenschaftlichen Dis-
kussion und Fortentwicklung der Disziplin beizutragen.

Das SCM-Sonderheft, das als Ausgabe 4/2025 erschien, griff dabei die Frage 
auf, „wie synthetische Medien und Deepfakes die epistemischen Grundlagen zeit-
genössischer öffentlicher Kommunikation destabilisieren“ (Godulla & Hoffmann, 
2025: S. 473). Alexander Godulla und Christian Pieter Hoffmann kuratierten zu 
dieser Frage fünf Beiträge (vier Full Paper und ein Research-in-brief), die hochre-
levante Themen wie das Erkennen von Deepfake-Videos und synthetischer Desin-
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formation durch Personen ohne und mit professioneller Expertise oder die Wahr-
nehmung der Integrität von Nachrichten beim Einsatz von KI beleuchten.

Auch das SCM-Sonderheft in 2026 wird sich mit einem Thema auseinandersetzen, 
das angesichts der gegenwärtigen Entwicklungen in Gesellschaft und Kommunika-
tion sowohl aktuell als auch relevant ist: Christina Seeger und Marlis Stubenvoll 
laden zu Einreichungen unter dem Titel „Positive online spaces in an era of digital 
violence“ ein. Das Sonderheft wird als Heft 4 in diesem Jahr erscheinen.

Der Top Paper Award ging 2025 an Wolfgang Reißmann, Margreth Lünenborg 
und Miriam Siemon (Freie Universität Berlin) für den Beitrag „Zum Verhältnis von 
Journalismus und Aktivismus: Boundary work als Navigieren zwischen Komple-
mentarität und Hybridisierung. Eine Fallstudie zu feministischen Akteur:innen in 
digitalen Öffentlichkeiten“ aus Heft 1/2025. Die Studie untersucht mittels einer 
medienethnografischen Fallstudie die Grenzziehungen zwischen feministischem 
Journalismus und Aktivismus in digitalen Öffentlichkeiten. Mithilfe des „Bound-
ary work“-Ansatzes zeigt die Analyse, dass Journalist:innen eine Hybridisierung 
ihrer Rollen durch eine neue Norm der „transparenten Parteilichkeit“ (Reißmann 
et al., 2025: S. 77–78) legitimieren, während Aktivist:innen eher für eine komple-
mentäre Trennung der Felder argumentieren. Damit liefert der Beitrag eine diffe-
renzierte theoretische Perspektive auf die dynamische Auflösung klassischer Gren-
zen professioneller öffentlicher Kommunikation. Dass der Award an ein Extended 
Paper ging (immerhin 60 Seiten lang), unterstreicht das Potenzial dieses besonderen 
SCM-Formats.

Als Neuerung bei der SCM wurde zu Beginn des Jahres der TOC-Alert eingeführt. 
Es handelt sich um einen kostenlosen Service des Nomos Verlags, der nach Anmel-
dung einen automatischen Erscheinungshinweis per E-Mail verschickt, sobald neue 
Ausgaben oder Beiträge online zur Verfügung stehen. Voraussetzung für diese 
Benachrichtigung ist eine Registrierung auf der Plattform Inlibra. In den Benach-
richtigungseinstellungen kann die SCM im Reiter „3 Zeitschriften (TOC-Alert)“ 
sowohl unter „Open Access Zeitschriften“ als auch unter „Zeitschriften Sozial-, 
Geistes- und Wirtschaftswissenschaften“ ausgewählt werden. Der TOC-Alert er-
möglicht es, die Leser:innenschaft der SCM über den DGPuK-Newsletter und die 
Social Media-Posts hinaus zuverlässig über neue Veröffentlichungen zu informieren.

Eine weitere Neuerung betraf das Herausgebendenteam. Im vergangenen Jahr 
sind Julia Metag (Universität Münster) und Kerstin Thummes (Universität Greifs-
wald) turnusgemäß aus dem Herausgeber:innengremium ausgeschieden. Wir dan-
ken beiden für ihre wertvollen Impulse und ihr großes Engagement, mit denen sie 
die SCM entscheidend weiterentwickelt haben. Auf der Mitgliederversammlung 
der DGPuK wurden an ihrer Stelle Helena Stehle (Universität Münster) und Mar-
ko Bachl (Freie Universität Berlin) als neue Herausgeber:innen gewählt. Seit März 
2024 bringen sie nun vor allem ihre Expertise zu strategischer, organisationaler 
und journalistischer Kommunikation sowie zu quantitativen Methoden und poli-
tischer Kommunikation ein. Keine Veränderung war glücklicherweise auf der Po-
sition der Redakteurin notwendig. Wir freuen uns, dass Ruth Kasdorf diese Rolle 
weiterhin hochkompetent und mit größtem Einsatz ausfüllt. 

Kopfzeile 2: Stehle/Bachl/Kasdorf/Lohmeier/Rossmann | 
Editorial
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Einreichungen und Entscheidungen in 2025

Die Anzahl an Neueinreichungen ist im Jahr 20251 erneut im Vergleich zum Vorjahr 
angestiegen. So erreichten uns insgesamt 82 Beiträge (2024: 69; 2023: 47). Das 
Full Paper (70) bleibt nach wie vor das häufigste Format, gefolgt von dem kürzeren 
Research-in-brief (9) und dem Extended Paper mit größerem Umfang (3). Zudem 
sind die Einreichungen fast ausschließlich auf Englisch (76) mit wenigen Beiträgen 
in deutscher Sprache (6).

Im Jahr 2025 erreichten uns Einreichungen von Autor:innen aus insgesamt 31 
Ländern (2024: 24; 2023: 20). Die meisten davon stammen aus der DACH-Region 
(D: 33; AT: 3; CH: 5). Darüber hinaus kamen die diesjährigen Einreichungen aus 
Indonesien (7), Spanien, der Türkei (jeweils 4), Indien, Malaysia, den USA (jeweils 
3) sowie China, Kasachstan, Pakistan und dem Vereinigten Königreich (jeweils 2). 
Jeweils ein Beitrag stammt zudem aus Algerien, Australien, Bahrain, Bangladesch, 
Kanada, Kolumbien, Dänemark, dem Iran, Israel, Kenia, dem Libanon, Nigeria, 
Norwegen, Portugal, Russland, Schweden, Thailand und der Ukraine.2 Wie im 
Vorjahr ist das Geschlechterverhältnis unter den Einreichenden mit insgesamt 113 
Autorinnen (55 %) und 91 Autoren (45 %) relativ ausgeglichen.3

Auch hinsichtlich der redaktionellen Entscheidungen ist im Vergleich zum Vor-
jahr ein Anstieg zu vermerken (2024: 89; 2023: 69; 2022: 89). Trotz der erhöhten 
Anzahl an Neueinreichungen waren unter diesen deutlich weniger Desk Rejects, 
sodass der Anteil von 51,7 Prozent im Jahr 2024 auf 39 Prozent gesunken ist. Die 
Anzahl angenommener Beiträge ist ebenfalls angestiegen und nun wieder auf dem 
gleichen Level wie 2022 (2024: 11; 2023: 13; 2022: 17). 

Tabelle 1. Entscheidungen der Herausgeber:innen in 2025

Decisions Desk Rejects Rejects Minor Revisions Major Revisions Acceptance

99 39 6 17 20 17

% 39 % 6 % 17 % 20 % 17 %

 

Die Beiträge der SCM wurden 2025 deutlich häufiger als im Vorjahr abgerufen: 
Der monatliche Durchschnitt der Aufrufe in der Nomos eLibrary liegt bei 13.077 
(2024: 9.149). Die Beiträge mit den meisten Aufrufen in 2025 waren „Zwischen 
feministischer Selbstermächtigung und Ausverkauf emotionaler Intimität: Eine 
qualitative Inhaltsanalyse der deutschen Berichterstattung über OnlyFans von 2020 
bis 2023“ von Antonia Wurm und Jeffrey Wimmer (2024), „Das populistische 

1	 Die Einreichungen für das Sonderheft 4/2025 „Ready or not, here I come: How synthetic media 
challenge epistemic institutions“ sind in der gesamten Statistik nicht mit eingerechnet.

2	 Im Jahr 2025 wurden insgesamt acht Beiträge von Autor:innengruppen aus unterschiedlichen 
Ländern eingereicht.

3	 Die Zuordnung von Geschlechtern für die Statistik erfolgte nachträglich durch die Redaktion, nicht 
auf Grundlage einer Selbstauskunft durch die Autor:innen. Diverse Geschlechteridentitäten können 
dadurch nicht ermittelt werden und werden ausdrücklich nicht ausgeschlossen. Das Herausge-
bendengremium wirkt auf eine Selbstauskunft in Zukunft hin, die auf freiwilliger Basis ausgefüllt 
werden kann, jedoch nicht verpflichtend ist.
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Krisennarrativ: Eine qualitative Analyse der Wahlkampfkommunikation der AfD 
auf Facebook“ von Teresa Lindenauer (2022) sowie das Editorial des Sonderhefts 
2024 „Media Representations of Sexuality in an Era of Pornification“ von Nicola 
Döring, Nicole Krämer, Dan J. Miller, Thorsten Quandt und Gerhard Vowe (2024).

Dank

Diesen Rückblick auf das vergangene Jahr möchten wir mit einem Ausdruck un-
serer tief empfundenen Wertschätzung gegenüber all jenen beschließen, die zum 
Erfolg und zur beständigen Weiterentwicklung von SCM beigetragen haben. Unser 
besonderer Dank gilt dabei zuvorderst den Autor:innen, die uns ihre wertvollen 
Forschungsarbeiten anvertrauen. Es ist ihr Verdienst, dass wir jede Ausgabe mit 
vielfältigen und erkenntnisreichen Beiträgen füllen konnten. Ebenso schätzen wir 
das kontinuierliche Interesse unserer Leser:innenschaft, deren Verbundenheit mit 
der Zeitschrift sich nicht zuletzt in den erfreulichen Abrufzahlen widerspiegelt und 
uns die wesentliche Motivation für unsere redaktionelle und herausgeberische 
Arbeit gibt. Es ist diese lebendige Unterstützung durch die wissenschaftliche Ge-
meinschaft, die die SCM als wichtige Publikation unserer Fachgesellschaft erst 
ermöglicht und trägt.

Gutachter:innen

Einen besonderen Dank richten wir vor allem auch an alle Gutachter:innen, die 
sich im Jahr 2025 die Zeit genommen haben, die eingereichten Beiträge zu beur-
teilen. Ihr Engagement und ihre fachliche Unterstützung haben einen wesentlichen 
Beitrag zum erfolgreichen Publikationsverlauf geleistet, den wir sehr zu schätzen 
wissen. Wir freuen uns sehr, wenn wir diese konstruktive und gute Zusammenarbeit 
auch in Zukunft weiterführen können. 

Ein herzlicher Dank geht an: Luise Anter, Dorothee Arlt, Lennart Banse, Philip 
Baugut, Johannes Breuer, Florian Buhl, Leyla Dogruel, Jana Dreston, Ricarda 
Drüeke, Stine Eckert, Eva Flicker, Rainer Freudenthaler, Thomas Friemel, Silke 
Fürst, Sarah Geber, Volker Gehrau, Peter Gentzel, Stephan Görland, Britta Gossel, 
Esther Greussing, Hardy Gundlach, Imke Hoppe, Christine Horz-Ishak, Brigitte 
Huber, Kimon Kieslich, Christoph Klimmt, Korbinian Klinghardt, Isabell Koinig, 
Matthias Künzler, Robin Kurilla, Marius Liedtke, Katharina Lobinger, Irina Lock, 
Julia Lück-Benz, Hanna Lütke Lanfer, Frank Mangold, Marcus Maurer, Cornelia 
Mothes, Henri Mütschele, Daniel Nölleke, Magdalena Obermaier, Fabian Prochaz-
ka, Louisa Pröschel, Doreen Reifegerste, Carsten Reinemann, Matthias Revers, 
Andreas Riedl, Magdalena Rosset, Sophia Rothut, Markus Schäfer, Michael Schar-
kow, Christian Schemer, Jule Scheper, Andreas Scheu, Hannah Schmid-Petri, Pascal 
Schneiders, Wolfgang Schweiger, Nina Springer, Paula Stehr, Nina Steindl, Anke 
Stoll, Nadine Strauß, Christian Strippel, Seraina Tarnutzer, Franziska Thiele, Jan 
Üblacker, Bernadette Uth, Christina Viehmann, Moritz Vogel, Anna Wagner, Ma-
thias Weber, Thomas Wiedemann, Annemarie Wiedicke und Jeffrey Wimmer.
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Auch den Mitgliedern des International Boards gilt unser herzlicher Dank: Jan van 
den Bulck (University of Michigan, USA), Leopoldina Fortunati (University of 
Udine, Italien), Beate Josephi (Edith Cowan University, Australien), Robin Mansell 
(London School of Economics and Political Science, UK), Dietram A. Scheufele 
(University of Wisconsin, USA), Peter J. Schulz (University of Lugano, Schweiz), 
David Tewskbury (University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA), Katerina 
Tsetsura (University of Oklahoma, USA) und Gabriel Weimann (University of 
Haifa, Israel).

DGPuK-Beirat

Nicht zuletzt danken wir herzlich den Mitgliedern des DGPuK-Beirats, insbeson-
dere für die Unterstützung bei der Wahl unseres Top Papers: Helena Atteneder (FG 
Medien, Öffentlichkeit und Geschlecht), Katharina Christ (FG Mediensprache – 
Mediendiskurse), Ada Fehr (FG Medienpädagogik), Britta Gossel (FG Medienöko-
nomie), Esther Greussing (FG Digitale Kommunikation), Anne Grüne (FG Inter-
nationale und interkulturelle Kommunikation), Valerie Hase (FG Journalistik/
Journalismusforschung), Erik Koenen (FG Kommunikationsgeschichte), Niels G. 
Mede (FG Wissenschaftskommunikation), Phillip Müller (FG Kommunikation und 
Politik), Ariadne Neureiter (FG Werbekommunikation), Julia Niemann-Lenz (FG 
Methoden der Publizistik- und Kommunikationswissenschaft), Alexander Ort (FG 
Gesundheitskommunikation), Lars Rademacher (FG Kommunikations- und Me-
dienethik), Philip Sinner (FG Mediensport und Sportkommunikation), Seraina 
Tarnutzer (FG Visuelle Kommunikation), Franziska Thiele (FG Soziologie der 
Medienkommunikation), Benno Viererbl (FG PR und Organisationskommunika-
tion) und Lara Nikola Wolfers (FG Rezeptions- und Wirkungsforschung).
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German-speaking hyperpartisan, alternative, and conspiracy 
Telegram channel types: A content analysis 

Typen deutschsprachiger Telegram-Kanäle mit demokratie
skeptischen Orientierungshorizonten: Eine Inhaltsanalyse

Lars Rinsdorf, Florian Buhl, York Yannikos & Katarina Bader

Abstract: This article scrutinizes the anti-establishment media sphere in German-speaking 
countries along high-reach Telegram channels. We are theorizing this sphere as communi-
cative figuration. To describe this figuration, we conducted a quantitative content analysis 
of the 40 most influential German-speaking hyperpartisan, alternative, and conspiracy 
Telegram channels (HAC) in 2023. Our sample of more than 2,700 single posts allows us 
to build a typology of these channels. Our seven types represent a broad variety of differ-
ent practices. Thus, the alternative public discourse emerging from the most influential 
Telegram channels can be seen as a diverse and dynamic network of interactions. The im-
portance of curation as an editorial practice seems to be a major characteristic of HAC 
Telegram channels.

Keywords: Types of Telegram channels; hyperpartisan, alternative, and conspiracy media; 
frames of relevance; practices; content analysis

Zusammenfassung: Dieser Beitrag analysiert reichweitenstarke systemskeptische Telegram-
Kanäle im deutschsprachigen Raum. Er beschreibt diesen Teil einer alternativen Medien-
sphäre als kommunikative Figuration und untersucht daher relevante Akteur*innen, Prak-
tiken und Orientierungshorizonte. Um die Konfiguration nachzuzeichnen, wurden in einer 
quantitativen Inhaltsanalyse insgesamt 2700 Beiträge aus 40 reichweitenstarken systems-
keptischen Telegram-Kanälen untersucht. Auf Basis dieser Daten werden sieben Kanalty-
pen identifiziert, die eine große Bandbreite von Kommunikationspraktiken abbilden. Da-
von ausgehend können systemskeptische Diskurse auf Telegram als vielfältiges und 
dynamisches Netzwerk von Kommunikation beschrieben werden. Die Kuratierung von 
Beiträgen ist eine charakteristische Praxis innerhalb dieses Netzwerks. 

Schlagwörter: Typologie von Telegram-Kanälen, alternative Medien, Orientierungshorizon-
te, Praktiken, Inhaltsanalyse

1. Introduction

The dissemination of disinformation embedded in populist narratives is consid-
ered a major threat to public debates in pluralistic democracies (Zimmermann & 
Kohring, 2020, p. 23). Telegram has become a popular platform for extremist, 
far-right, and conspiracy-theory actors due to its libertarian approach to govern-
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ance. A broad usage of this social media platform has been observed in German-
speaking countries since 2018, with a significant increase during the COVID pan-
demic (Schulze et al., 2022, p. 1104). Studies suggest that this development 
increases polarization in public discourse (Hohlfeld et al., 2021; Holzer, 2021). In 
German-speaking countries, a couple of (semi-) professional channels are consid-
ered the backbone of the anti-establishment media sphere (Zehring & Domahidi, 
2023). This study describes how these channels use Telegram to construct this 
sphere communicatively (Wimmer, 2014, p. 288). We broaden our understanding 
of these channels by simultaneously exploring topics and editorial practices. We 
suppose that different actors utilize Telegram and its particular platform features 
in different ways for different purposes depending on their ideological back-
ground, such as for spreading propaganda or activating its community. We as-
sume that typical professional usage patterns occur along these differences. We 
aim to identify these patterns by observing their ideological background, topical 
focus and dominant production practices simultaneously. 

We conducted a quantitative content analysis of the 40 high-reach German-
speaking hyperpartisan, alternative, and conspiracy (HAC) Telegram channels (de 
León et al., 2024) in 2023. The sample of 2,669 single posts described in detail 
the kind of topics the channels communicate, their ideological beliefs, and their 
practices in creating and sharing content. The study aims to build a typology of 
certain patterns in the channels’ use of Telegram to comprehend the reflection of 
actors’ identities in their posts, their practices, topics, and frames of relevance. 
Based on the communicative figurations emerging from these attributes, we could 
distinguish seven types of German-language HAC Telegram channels.

2. Current research and research questions

2.1 	 Theoretical background: The hyperpartisan, alternative, and conspiracy 
media sphere

Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic drew the attention of communication re-
searchers to Telegram as a platform for disseminating alternative discourses and 
worldviews and for finding and mobilizing like-minded people (Buehling & Heft, 
2023). Owing to editorial restrictions on other platforms, many who oppose the 
prevention and vaccination measures have joined Telegram to stay informed be-
yond the alleged mainstream discourse, voice their objections to the political and 
societal response to the coronavirus threats, and sometimes even mobilize pro-
tests (Jost & Dogruel, 2023). Telegram’s technology makes the platform attractive 
for political actors beyond its commitment to privacy: It serves simultaneously as 
a messenger service, a platform for small group discussion, and a broadcast me-
dium with channels with unlimited participants, easily linking these three layers.

Telegram is a volatile and diverse environment utilized by a broad range of ac-
tors from different ideological backgrounds. At the same time one can observe 
similarities in communication patterns and links between these actors. To de-
scribe this complex network appropriately, we adopted de León et al.’s (2024) 
concept of “hyperpartisan, alternative, and conspiracy (HAC) media” and re-
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ferred to the Telegram channels under study as HAC Telegram channels. De Léon 
et al. (2014) aim at integrating seemingly different but essentially connected phe-
nomena in the online disinformation sphere: “The alternative, hyperpartisan, and 
conspiracy quality of these sites are [...] different manifestations of a similar un-
derlying anti-establishment sentiment that dominates much of the online content 
flagged as problematic.” (pp. 5-6) The HAC concept is more inclusive regarding 
content rather than topic-specific Telegram spheres, such as the “Querdenken” 
discourse during the COVID-19 pandemic (Jost & Dogruel, 2023; Zehring & 
Domahidi, 2023), and regarding actor types rather than describing specific roles, 
such as (far-right) influencers (Rothut et al., 2023). However, it does not include 
“radical” Telegram channels (Jost & Dogruel, 2023).

To distinguish different kinds of channels within the HAC, we propose to 
conzeptualize communicative activities on Telegram as a communicative figura-
tion (Hepp, 2018, p.7). Such a figuration should comprise at least four dimen-
sions: (1) actor identities, (2) the set of current political topics a channel argues, 
(3) frames of relevance regarding “shared orientations that these actors have in 
practice within a figuration” (Hepp et al., 2018, p.8), e.g., ideological beliefs and 
conspiracy theories, that are referenced, and (4) communicative practices, includ-
ing curating and forwarding content, embedding media into messages, and rheto-
ric and stylistic strategies of persuasion. This theoretical perspective stresses that 
practices of channel providers are embedded in a specific social context. At the 
same time, it provides us with a clear analytical framework to identify patterns in 
a very diverse environment. Typical recurring constellations of these dimensions 
should make it possible to typologize Telegram channels referring to broadcasting 
features as well as to sharing and comment functions, and tools for individual or 
small-group communication. This is the major aim of our study.

2.2 Structures and different roles of actors in the HAC media sphere

On Telegram, the anti-COVID-prevention movement – known as the “Querden-
ken” movement in Germany – partly merged with other actors who had already 
inhabited the platform before. These are especially political actors, far-right activ-
ists, and conspiracy theorists (Rothut et al., 2023). These actors were accompa-
nied by respective information and news providers – the so-called alternative me-
dia (Zehring & Domahidi, 2023). However, an anti-establishment stance appears 
to unite them, which can manifest itself to oppose perceived elites, the govern-
ment, the state, or the so-called mainstream (media) discourses and policies.

The emergence of HAC media, particularly HAC Telegram channels, has realized 
various actors with diverse backgrounds and varying emphases on different content 
types, such as long-standing ideological beliefs, current political topics, related 
news, and calls for protests and other political actions (Staender, Humprecht, & 
Esser, 2024): hyperpartisan information and news providers with openly skewed 
agendas and one-sided perspectives on political and societal issues driven by ideo-
logical beliefs and links to political groups (Stier et al., 2021); alternative media and 
their Telegram spin-offs “as a truth-telling alternative to large media organisations 
that are seen as doing the bidding of powerful elites” (de León et al., 2024, p. 4); 
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and channels promoting conspiracy theories from QAnon and health-industry 
skepticism to wellbeing-oriented esotericism (Zehring & Domahidi, 2023).

Several studies have characterized types of actors and channels within the 
(Telegram) HAC sphere based on different sampling procedures, variables, and 
methods of analysis and community detection (see Table 1). Combining a net-
work analysis of forwards with structural topic modeling, Rothut et al. (2023) 
observed “the emergence of a functionally differentiated far-right influencer col-
lective on Telegram” (p. 3) with six communities ranging from traditional, folk-
ish-nationalist activists to conspiracy ideologues to audience-oriented news pro-
ducers. In their descriptions of communities, they add specific characteristics 
such as activism and parasocial interactions, which seem to be derived from the 
topic model. Zehring and Domahidi (2023) applied a similar analytical ap-
proach to a larger sample of Telegram channels from the German “Querdenken” 
anti-COVID-prevention measures discourse including far-right channels and al-
ternative media. They detected 19 distinct communities, among which the Ger-
man QAnon movement and far-right publicists were the largest alongside major 
“Querdenken” activists.

Table 1. Comparison of typologies of German-speaking Telegram channels

 

 

 
 Rothut, Schulze, 

Hohner, & Rieger 
(2023)  

Zehring & Domahidi 
(2023) 

Bader, Müller, & 
Rinsdorf (2023) 
 

Staender, Humprecht, 
& Esser (2024) 

Platform Telegram Telegram Telegram Facebook 

Sampling 243 far-right 
influencers (from 
seed list and snowball 
sampling) 

557 Querdenken, far-
right and alternative-
media channels (from 
seed lists and 
snowball sampling) 

23 high-reach and 
frequently active 
channels (from within 
the anti-establishment 
discourse) 

25 most popular 
alternative media 
outlets during the 
Covid-19 pandemic 
in five countries 

Date collection 
(relevant for type 
formation / 
community detection) 

Automated collection 
of 724,583 posts 

Automated collection 
of 1,225,406 
forwarded messages 

Qualitative manual 
content analysis of 
576 posts 

Quantitative manual 
content analysis of 
1661posts (70 most 
popular posts per 
outlet) 

Procedure of type 
formation / 
community detection 

Network analysis 
based on forwarded 
messages 

Network analysis 
based on forwarded 
messages 

Iterative process with 
key characteristics 
from actor identities, 
frames of relevance, 
topics, and practices 

Hierarchical cluster 
analysis of 
substantive core 
categories of 
misinformation 

Additional 
characterization of 
types 

Communication and 
interaction patterns 
(likely derived from 
results of structural 
topic modeling) 

Prevalent topics per 
groups of several 
communities via 
structural topic 
modeling 

[Included in 
procedure of type 
formation] 

Genre-typical 
features of 
misinformation (e.g., 
conspiratorial 
rhetoric, calls for 
skepticism, use of 
pseudo-experts) 

Number of types 6 communities 19 communities 6 channel types 4 clusters 
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In a qualitative content analysis, Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf (2023) differentiated 
23 high-reach and frequently active Telegram channels based on multiple dimen-
sions such as actor identities, practices, topics, and ideological orientations. While 
community detection with the help of computational methods tends to emphasize 
similarities and differences of content layers, Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf (2023, p. 
257) took patterns in communicative practices as a starting point to distinguish 
between different types of channels. They could identify a group of channels mim-
icking journalistic style and another with a focus on forwarding messages without 
creating original content, for example. Likewise, in a quantitative manual content 
analysis of 25 popular alternative media outlets on Facebook during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, Staender et al. (2024) combined core characteristics of misinfor-
mation with supplementary genre-typical features to develop and further describe 
a typology. Hence, an analytical distinction between layers of actor identities, con-
tent foci and practices appears as a promising approach to develop a typology of 
HAC Telegram channels comprising a variety prominent alternative news provid-
ers, influencers and activists. That leads us to our main research question: 

RQ1: What types of telegram channels in the German HAC sphere can be 
distinguished?

To answer this question, we are exploring the HAC along the major dimensions 
of a communicative figuration.

2.2.1 Actor identities

Regarding the actors we focused on two aspects. At the backdrop of the hybrid 
character of Telegram as messenger service and broadcasting platform we were in-
terested in the degree and manner of interaction between the channels and their 
users. This indicates to which extent even high-reach channels adapt themselves to 
the interactive logic of the platform. Additionally, a recent study by Jost and Dogru-
el (2023) supports the idea to have a closer look at populism elements as defined by 
de Vreese et al. (2018) with (1) references to the people, (2) anti-elitism, and (3) the 
exclusion of out-groups. Channels that engaged in such appeals while interacting 
with its followers surpassed the pure provision of news, information, and frames of 
relevance. They add another communication layer to recognize distinct types of 
communicators beyond thematic patterns, such as dedicated activists.

2.2.2 Set of current political topics a channel argues

The set of political topics a channel is covering helps us to position a channel in 
the HAC sphere. Specifically, we are interested in patterns emerging from the 
prevalence and diversity of topics covered in a channel. Prevalence is the frequen-
cy with which a channel refers to a specific topic or a set of topics. Diversity de-
scribes the distribution of attention between topics on a channel. Both hint to-
wards the specific role of a channel within the HAC. It is for instance quite 
unlikely that e.g., a one-topic channel with a clear background in conspiracy 
myths will mimic journalistic newsroom routines.
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2.2.3 Frames of relevance

As the HAC concept aims to bundle a diverse set of actors as different manifesta-
tions of a similar underlying anti-establishment sentiment, it is obvious to have a 
closer look at the ideological background of a channel. Blurry boundaries be-
tween certain backgrounds are a major characteristic of a HAC. Therefore, it is 
helpful, again, to analyze the prevalence and diversity of references to various 
frames of relevance. Both variables allow us to position a channel in the center 
respectively the periphery of the HAC. Channels in the center have a large inte-
grative potential by offering a broad range of ideological perspectives; channels at 
the periphery with a clear topical focus and a distinct ideological background 
function as beacons to mark the boundaries of the HAC.

2.2.4 Communicative practices

Curating by integrating linked content into messages or by forwarding entire Tel-
egram messages from other channels is an essential information-sharing and com-
munity-building practice on Telegram (Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf, 2023). In this 
study, we were especially interested in where the shared content originated from, 
whether from the account on another platform of the communicator running the 
channel, within the anti-establishment Telegram sphere, or legacy media. Addi-
tionally, we recorded the basic composition of messages from text, media, and 
curations and their combinations. Furthermore, we noted which channels used 
epistemic practices, such as references to experts and scientific evidence, and rhe-
torical strategies, such as the stylization of alleged revelations.

3. Methodology

3.1 Sampling

We collected Telegram messages through Telegram’s API using a self-developed 
crawler. Our ongoing Telegram crawling comprised a pool of 691 German-speak-
ing channels. The composition of the channel pool was based on an extensive 
mapping of the German HAC Telegram sphere in preparatory qualitative studies, 
which comprised expert interviews and snowball sampling techniques: In a first 
step we compared lists of HAC channels provided by four different sources, in-
cluding think tanks and journalists with a focus on scrutinizing disinformation. In 
the channels from these consolidated seed lists, we identified frequently cited fur-
ther channels. In a third step we validated this list in expert interviews to add or 
remove certain channels (Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf, 2023). For the present study, 
we selected 40 channels with the highest reach based on users per day from our 
pool (Table A1) as they represent the types of channels that the average Telegram 
user is most likely to come across. We compared our selection of channels with 
the samples by Jost and Dogruel (2023) and Zehring and Domahidi (2023) to 
make sure we would not be missing any significant channels. We examined a 
three-month period from April 7th to July 7th, 2023, before the parliamentary 
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summer break in Germany. The period was long enough to avoid being overshad-
owed by any single issue and short enough to find structures of thematically simi-
lar channels. We collected both original messages and forwards. We will be refer-
ring to the entirety of both as “messages” throughout the paper because together 
they constitute the communication received by a channel’s users. We aimed to 
obtain sufficiently large subsamples of 60 to 70 messages per channel to properly 
describe its characteristics. We randomly selected messages for each channel, 
merged the subsamples from each channel, and randomized the order of the mes-
sages in the combined sample. Our human coders coded N = 2.669 Telegram 
messages.

By our definition, a Telegram message comprises up to three elements: text, 
directly embedded media, and curation. We recorded each embedded medium of 
different types in a message, such as a combination of photos and videos. In con-
trast to directly embedded media, a curation always refers to hyperlinked content, 
be it from mass media, social media platforms, or Telegram.

The messages were randomly assigned to seven human coders who underwent 
three rounds of comprehensive pre-testing with codebook adjustments and fol-
low-up training sessions after an initial coder training session. We calculated in-
tercoder agreements (IA) using Holsti’s method, Fleiss’ kappa (κ) for variables 
with several coding options, and, alternatively, Brennan Prediger’s kappa (κ) for 
0/1-coded variables (see below), which fits our data involving many single attrib-
utes being very rare (Jost & Dogruel, 2023). IA and κ clearly exceeded the critical 
values for coding (Table A2).

3.2 Variables

Actor identities: Appeals to features of populism (de Vreese et al., 2018) were 
coded alongside other expressions of self-identification and othering groups of 
people. As with most of the following categories, each individual potential char-
acteristic was 0/1-coded. 

Current political topics: We generated a list of potentially relevant, specific cur-
rent political topics from previous studies of German-speaking HAC Telegram 
channels (Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf, 2023; Jost & Dogruel, 2023; Zehring & 
Domahidi, 2023) and from monitoring current public debates in online news out-
lets. Pre-testing showed only four of those themes were prevalent enough 
throughout the Telegram channels studied to be recorded separately: Russia’s war 
in Ukraine, COVID-19, refuge and migration, and climate change. We subsumed 
all other issues under topic areas at a higher aggregate level such as domestic 
politics or foreign affairs. Coders could note several current political topics per 
message so that statistically each of the themes was handled as a 0/1 coding.

Frames of relevance: The same is true for frames of relevance, such as conspir-
acy theories, esotericism, and nationalism. Again, we developed a list of poten-
tially relevant themes from previous research (see above), especially our own 
qualitative preparatory study (Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf, 2023). If we found the 
frequency of single frames of relevance to be low, we summarized them under 
larger categories during analysis.
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Communicative practices: The formal composition of Telegram messages was 
recorded by 0/1 coding the presence of each of the following elements: text, em-
bedded media, and curation, i.e. the integration of highlighted, hyperlinked con-
tent. The categories for the origins of curations were other actors from the anti-
establishment public sphere, independent of platform or outlet, legacy media, and 
self-promotion of content (mostly) published outside Telegram. Additionally, we 
recorded appeals to recruiting for a movement, specifically, mobilizing partici-
pants for online or offline activities, such as protests, and advertising. Our main 
categories of stylistic and rhetorical means were message content and presenta-
tion with the stylization of revelations and personalization; as well as epistemic 
arguments referring to alleged pieces of evidence, such as experts, studies, and 
supporting documents.

 3.3 Formation of actor types

Considering channels’ activities as four-dimensional communicative figurations 
enables different approaches to channel-type formation. Here we decided to con-
sider the thematic structure of a channel’s postings as the starting point of this 
process. The thematic structure emerges from prevalence and attention diversity 
of the two thematic dimensions of current political topics and issues as well as 
frames of reference. Previous research shows that references to both political is-
sues and ideological backgrounds are well suited to characterize similar channels 
and match with results from community detection procedures such as network 
analysis (Zehring & Domahidi, 2023). Furthermore, it seems plausible that a 
channels’ thematic structure is associated with its owner’s actor identities and 
communicative practices. For example, individuals with a narrow thematic focus 
likely will be more engaged in direct user interaction than channels primarily 
aiming at the provision of a widespread set of news, and semi-professional crea-
tors will probably curate their own content more often than activist-motivated 
individuals.

To estimate the prevalence of current political topics and frames of relevance 
in each channel’s content, we calculated the proportion of messages that reference 
at least one theme from each category. We generated a 0/1 coding per post and 
each thematic category (current topics and frames of relevance), counting multi-
ple mentions of themes from the same category only once per message. Attention 
diversity of themes indicates how narrow or wide the frequencies of references 
are distributed across various political topics and frames of relevance (Boydstun 
et al., 2014). We used Shannon’s H from the R package tabula (Frerebeau, 2023) 
to measure the attention diversity between themes in both categories. The sensi-
tivity of Shannon’s H at both high and low levels of diversity (Boydstun et al., 
2014) fits well with our selection of actors, which presumably ranges from chan-
nels focusing on only one or two themes to channels integrating various themes. 
The calculations were based on the frequency of references to each theme in both 
categories in a channel during the entire investigation period.

As the 40 channels in our study did not make up a sufficiently large sample for 
a purely statistical pattern recognition procedure (e.g., cluster analysis), we inter-
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preted the quantitative results from our content analysis in a qualitative proce-
dure. During this iterative process, the two steps of finding distinctive combina-
tions of measures and preliminarily assigning channels to homogeneous and 
distinguishable groups iteratively informed each other.

•	 First, we identified three informative combinations of metrics of channels’ 
thematic structure. We plotted prevalence against attention diversity for po-
litical topics and frames of relevance, and we plotted the prevalence of both 
thematic categories against each other.

•	 Second, we formed preliminary channel types with similar thematic patterns 
by (a) identifying groups of channels whose metrics stand out from the rest 
and (b) structuring the remaining majority of channels. To aid the search for 
patterns, we calculated the median for each measure. 

•	 Third, we checked whether the results in the actor identity and communica-
tive practices dimensions fit into the provisional theme-based group forma-
tion or rather suggest a different typification. We found the variances in these 
attributes within and between theme-based types are plausible; therefore, we 
did not overhaul our preliminary formation of types in general. However, we 
used these variables to inform type assignments of channels at the border be-
tween two groups and to differentiate one group of actors with a specific fo-
cus on interactions with users.

In every type we can identify cases at the core of the type, representing the type in 
its central dimensions, in particular regarding its thematic structure. But in every 
type, we have also peripheral channels with an acceptable, but not perfect match 
to the central dimension, on the boarder to another type. While describing our 
typology we refer to examples of core and peripheral cases. Furthermore, we 
want to stress that we create our typology based on their communicative prac-
tices as far as they are represented in a channel’s output. We did not take into 
consideration the organizational structures behind a channel. Hence, even a chan-
nel run by a single person could be classified as news provider, if we identify pat-
terns in its communicative practice which hint towards a news logic in the ana-
lyzed content.

4. Results 

4.1 Prevalence and attention diversity of political topics and frames of relevance

Prevalence and attention diversity of current political topics and issues as well as 
prevalence of frames of relevance were most informative in forming theme-based 
actor types. Attention diversity of frames of relevance helps confirm some types 
but has proved to be less instructive for structuring most channels.1 This is partly 
due to the lower average frequency of references to a frame of relevance in com-

1	 A graph of the prevalence of frames of relevance in each channel’s messages plotted against the cor-
responding attention diversity scores is provided in the online supplemental material (see Figure A1).
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parison to current political topics or issues. Figure 1 shows this general pattern, 
which depicts the distribution of the prevalence measures for both thematic cate-
gories plotted against each other. Figure 2 compares the prevalence of current 
political topics and issues with the corresponding attention diversity scores. The 
higher Shannon’s H, the more evenly attention is distributed between themes; the 
lower Shannon’s H, the greater the concentration on just a few topics.

Figure 1. Prevalence of frames of relevance against the prevalence of current 
political topics and issues by channel

 

 

 

 

 

  Notes. N = 2,669 messages. Medians of both measures are added to the plot.

Two channels stand out from the general tendency towards high prevalence of current 
political topics and a low prevalence of frames of relevance as a (small) group: holistisch-
egesundheitheilung and q74you. Both are characterized by a relatively high frequency of 
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references to at least one frame of relevance per message. We also observed, particularly at 
holistischegesundheitheilung, a relatively low frequency of references to at least one cur-
rent political topic (Figure 1) and a low corresponding issue of attention diversity (Figure 
2). Simultaneously, attention diversity of the frames of relevance was low (Figure A1). 
Thus, this group of channels primarily focuses on disseminating a single set of ideological 
beliefs (narrowly focused, high prevalence of frames of relevance). 

Figure 2. Prevalence against attention diversity of current political topics and 
issues by channel

 

 

 

 

 

  

Notes. N = 2,669 messages. The higher Shannon’s H’ the less narrow attention is distributed between 
topics. Medians of both measures are added to the plot.

Channels that frequently devote attention to a single or at most two political top-
ics (Figures 2 and 3) without addressing frames of relevance (Figures 1 and A1) 
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have a quasi-inverted thematic structure in comparison. This pattern of issue-fo-
cused, high prevalence of political topics also sets them apart from most channels. 
In this study, the issue frequently addressed by neuesausrussland, russland-
deutsche, and antispiegel was Russia’s war on Ukraine on two of the three chan-
nels, along with foreign news. The war was characterized by permanent current 
developments, such as an attempted coup by the Wagner Group in Russia, which 
can be reported and commented on continuously.

Prevalence and attention diversity scores of the remaining 35 channels were 
closer. Therefore, the corresponding theme-based channel types were somewhat 
more difficult to distinguish. Nevertheless, we propose a 2 × 2 structure for them, 
each with two groups of channels that are similar in the prevalence of current 
political topics and issues on the one hand but different in attention diversity in 
this category on the other hand. Similar to the channels closely following the 
Russia-Ukraine War, two other groups of channels have a high prevalence of cur-
rent political topics (Figures 1 and 2). However, they differ in the diversity of the 
attention devoted to them: The first group integrated a relatively broad variety of 
topics (Figure 2), while the second group falls roughly between the first group 
and single-issue-focused channels (Figure 2). It is characterized by a narrowly fo-
cused, high prevalence of political topics (Figure 3). In contrast to primarily sin-
gle-issue-following channels, the prevalence of frames of relevance varied from 
medium to high for both groups (Figure 1). Furthermore, those diverse in terms 
of current topics often also tended towards relatively high attention diversity of 
ideological beliefs (Figure A1), resulting in the thematic pattern of diverse, high-
prevalence integration of political topics with frames of relevance.

In contrast to latter channels, the last pair of channel groups generally have a 
lower prevalence of current political topics and issues (Figure 1). Both groups can 
be distinguished by the diversity of attention devoted to the themes in this catego-
ry, with one resembling the more integrative pattern (i.e., diverse, low prevalence 
of political topics) and the other being more narrowly focused (i.e., narrowly fo-
cused, low prevalence of political topics), although not as narrowly as the single-
issue-following type of channels (Figure 2).2 The most prominent topics in latter 
channels, such as COVID-19 and domestic affairs, are less driven by abundant 
current developments. For both channel types from the last pair, the prevalence of 
frames of relevance ranged from relatively low to medium (Figure 1).

In summary, the analysis of thematic structures enabled us to differentiate be-
tween six groups of channels. Our results for the actor identity and the communi-
cative practices dimensions generally aligned well with this initial structure and 
provided us with additional insights into the communicative figuration of chan-
nels in each group. However, we found one exception: a group of channels with a 
specific focus on appeals to action, which we assigned to their own group (see 
Table A1 for an overview of the grouping of channels by thematic structure and 

2	 The channel xavier_naidoo, with its low frequency of explicit references to both current political top-
ics and frames of relevance, appears as an outlier in our data (Figures 1 and 2). Nevertheless, because 
it is most similar to the low-prevalence, narrowly topic-focused channels, we assigned it to this type.
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their final group assignments). The final result is a structure with seven types, the 
properties of which are presented in more detail below: 

1)	Alternative news providers include ten member channels (auf1tv, stefanmagnet, 
freiemedientv, rosenbusch, freiheitdergedanken, uncut_news, reitschusterde, 
checkmatenews, haintz, kenjebsen) that cover a diverse body of current topics 
and explicitly link these topics to a broad range of frames of relevance. It is the 
second largest type in our sample. stefanmagnet represents this type by comb-
ing the broad variety of topics and frames of relevance with a clear elite-orient-
ed populism, positioning itself as an investigative researcher and curating other 
alternative media sources. 

2)	Special interest alternative news providers mainly cover current political and 
societal topics but are more focused on one particular topic. They also contex-
tualized their news explicitly against the background of specific frames of rel-
evance. The four channels of this type were lionmedianews, qlobalchange, an-
waelte_fuer_aufklaerung and markmobil. For example, markmobil at the core 
of this type mostly reports on foreign affairs referring to conspiracy theories 
with an obvious elite populism.

3)	The multi-topic influencers represent a group of actors who cover comprehen-
sive topics beyond politics. Provided that, they link news to frames of rele-
vance, they are nearly as diverse as type 1, but links to frames are not as preva-
lent. In most of these nine channels (rabbitresearch, geheimeswissendereliten, 
evahermanoffiziell, frieden_rockt_offiziell, faktenfriedenfreiheit, rppinstitut, 
allesaussermainstream, oliverjanich, bitteltv) the personal brand of the influ-
encer plays an important role. Eva Herman represents this type by utilizing her 
reputation as former news anchor to contextualize current news topics to-
wards the background of conspiracy theory, and curating news pieces from 
established media sources in the same way.

4)	The topic-focused influencers represent the second type of influencer in the 
sample. Similar to type 3 and compared to alternative news providers, they are 
less likely to cover political topics but are much more focused on a certain type 
of topic. If they refer to frames of relevance, which is less likely than in other 
types, they refer to a broad range of different frames. Eight channels were as-
signed to this type: klartext2021gemeinsam, macklemachtgutelaune, bitchbot-
boiilive, rechtsanwaeltin_beate_bahner, antiilluminaten, timmkellner, reinerfu-
ellmich, xavier_naidoo. rechtsanwaeltin_beate_bahner at the core of this type 
for instance covers mainly COVID related topics and pretends to reveal scan-
dalous government activities.

5)	The three channels of issue followers (russlandsdeutsche, antispiegel, neuesaus-
russland) are mainly focused on one topic: the Russian assault on Ukraine. Ex-
plicit links to certain frames of relevance are rare but refer to anti-Western narra-
tives. This combination is especially pronounced in the case of neuesausrussland.

6)	The two channels of missionaries (holistischegesundheitheilung, q74you) main-
ly focus on a dominant topic, which is not a political issue in the narrow sense. 
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In contrast to type 5, both channels explicitly refer to certain frames of rele-
vance: q74you explicitly to QAnon ideology, holistischegesundheitsheilung to 
an esoteric frame.

7)	The activists were the only type in our sample that was not built based on their 
coverage of topics and references to frames of relevance. What characterizes 
these four channels (ra_ludwig, klagemauertv, aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell, 
freiesachsen) is their relatively high engagement in appeals to organizing a 
movement: self-identification, recruiting, and mobilization (see Figures 5 and 
A2 and Table A6). This type is perfectly represented by freiesachsen. The chan-
nel covers refugee topics in an obviously racists framing, using populist com-
munication strategies.

4.2 Actor identities

HAC channels distinguish themselves from relevant actors in the so-called domi-
nant public sphere and identify themselves with particular societal groups. Re-
garding speech acts of othering, we found the “usual suspects” in our sample with 
international political elites (in 13% of the total of messages), the federal govern-
ment of Germany (8%), and the media (7%) as most frequent mentions. Using a 
combined view of othering and self-identifying speech acts, we reconstructed dif-
ferent types of populist communication (Vreese et al., 2018).

Our channels differed significantly in their use of populist appeals. Both types 
of alternative news providers follow the same strategy: They tend to blame elites 
for any perceived societal problem with most of them referring to at least one 
group of elites in at least 30% of messages. We also observed interesting similari-
ties between activists and issue followers. Both often hint at full populism, blam-
ing elites and simultaneously referring to the “real” people, which is consistent 
with the efforts of these channels to motivate people to act (see below). In the 
other three types, missionaries and both groups of influencers, speech acts of oth-
ering or self-identification and hence populist communication were less prevalent 
(Table 2).
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Table 2. Frequencies of othering and self-identification by channel
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kenjebsen 2% (1) 13% (8) 20% (13) 13% (8) 14% (9) 2% (1) 5% (3) 3% (2) 8% (5) 2% (1) 8% (5) 9% (6) 2% (1) 0% (0) 64
haintz 12% (8) 3% (2) 12% (8) 5% (3) 8% (5) 0% (0) 5% (3) 2% (1) 3% (2) 2% (1) 0% (0) 5% (3) 2% (1) 2% (1) 65
checkmatenew s 9% (7) 3% (2) 4% (3) 1% (1) 4% (3) 9% (7) 4% (3) 3% (2) 3% (2) 1% (1) 0% (0) 5% (4) 5% (4) 3% (2) 74
reitschusterde 3% (2) 17% (12) 15% (11) 15% (11) 25% (18) 3% (2) 1% (1) 10% (7) 7% (5) 3% (2) 3% (2) 8% (6) 1% (1) 0% (0) 72
uncut_new s 24% (16) 3% (2) 6% (4) 3% (2) 3% (2) 2% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 8% (5) 2% (1) 0% (0) 66
freiheitdergedanken 9% (6) 15% (10) 24% (16) 7% (5) 9% (6) 12% (8) 7% (5) 1% (1) 0% (0) 3% (2) 4% (3) 13% (9) 4% (3) 0% (0) 68
rosenbusch 8% (5) 11% (7) 11% (7) 6% (4) 12% (8) 2% (1) 3% (2) 0% (0) 6% (4) 0% (0) 2% (1) 9% (6) 0% (0) 2% (1) 65
freiemedientv 21% (14) 6% (4) 7% (5) 4% (3) 7% (5) 10% (7) 4% (3) 1% (1) 3% (2) 3% (2) 1% (1) 6% (4) 7% (5) 6% (4) 68
stefanmagnet 25% (16) 9% (6) 8% (5) 6% (4) 11% (7) 6% (4) 8% (5) 5% (3) 0% (0) 3% (2) 3% (2) 16% (10) 16% (10) 2% (1) 64
auf1tv 19% (11) 14% (8) 7% (4) 7% (4) 17% (10) 3% (2) 0% (0) 12% (7) 3% (2) 2% (1) 7% (4) 17% (10) 2% (1) 8% (5) 59

Special interest alt. new s 
providers

markmobil 14% (7) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 2% (1) 2% (1) 0% (0) 4% (2) 0% (0) 4% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 4% (2) 0% (0) 50
anwaelte_fuer_aufklaerung 16% (12) 12% (9) 15% (11) 5% (4) 5% (4) 3% (2) 11% (8) 1% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 3% (2) 19% (14) 3% (2) 3% (2) 73
qlobalchange 41% (28) 1% (1) 3% (2) 3% (2) 7% (5) 0% (0) 1% (1) 1% (1) 0% (0) 1% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1% (1) 1% (1) 68
lionmedianew s 18% (12) 7% (5) 6% (4) 4% (3) 4% (3) 6% (4) 3% (2) 3% (2) 6% (4) 4% (3) 1% (1) 0% (0) 1% (1) 1% (1) 68

Multi-topic influencers
bitteltv 6% (4) 3% (2) 10% (7) 10% (7) 1% (1) 4% (3) 6% (4) 0% (0) 6% (4) 1% (1) 4% (3) 4% (3) 1% (1) 0% (0) 71
oliverjanich 4% (3) 7% (5) 8% (6) 11% (8) 10% (7) 3% (2) 4% (3) 4% (3) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1% (1) 14% (10) 6% (4) 1% (1) 71
allesaussermainstream 3% (2) 10% (7) 16% (11) 6% (4) 6% (4) 3% (2) 9% (6) 0% (0) 3% (2) 0% (0) 4% (3) 9% (6) 6% (4) 4% (3) 67
rppinstitut 3% (2) 0% (0) 5% (3) 2% (1) 6% (4) 2% (1) 0% (0) 2% (1) 5% (3) 0% (0) 2% (1) 3% (2) 2% (1) 2% (1) 66
faktenfriedenfreiheit 6% (4) 3% (2) 5% (3) 6% (4) 2% (1) 0% (0) 3% (2) 11% (7) 6% (4) 0% (0) 3% (2) 5% (3) 8% (5) 2% (1) 66
frieden_rockt_offiziell 3% (2) 5% (3) 9% (6) 3% (2) 8% (5) 5% (3) 6% (4) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 2% (1) 6% (4) 6% (4) 5% (3) 66
evahermanoffiziell 4% (3) 7% (5) 3% (2) 6% (4) 1% (1) 1% (1) 3% (2) 0% (0) 1% (1) 0% (0) 1% (1) 1% (1) 1% (1) 1% (1) 67
geheimesw issendereliten 11% (6) 16% (9) 18% (10) 11% (6) 7% (4) 2% (1) 0% (0) 5% (3) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 57
rabbitresearch 5% (4) 3% (2) 5% (4) 11% (8) 29% (21) 3% (2) 4% (3) 5% (4) 5% (4) 0% (0) 4% (3) 5% (4) 3% (2) 0% (0) 73

Topic-focused influencers
xavier_naidoo 2% (1) 2% (1) 0% (0) 3% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 2% (1) 0% (0) 11% (7) 65
reinerfuellmich 9% (6) 3% (2) 3% (2) 1% (1) 4% (3) 6% (4) 3% (2) 0% (0) 1% (1) 0% (0) 1% (1) 6% (4) 4% (3) 3% (2) 68
timmkellner 4% (3) 10% (7) 13% (9) 18% (13) 4% (3) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 3% (2) 3% (2) 0% (0) 1% (1) 71
antiilluminaten 14% (10) 3% (2) 6% (4) 3% (2) 1% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 4% (3) 6% (4) 4% (3) 69
rechtsanwaeltin_beate_bahner 10% (7) 4% (3) 6% (4) 0% (0) 3% (2) 6% (4) 3% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 6% (4) 4% (3) 3% (2) 72
bitchbotboiilive 10% (7) 1% (1) 4% (3) 0% (0) 1% (1) 0% (0) 1% (1) 0% (0) 4% (3) 3% (2) 1% (1) 1% (1) 3% (2) 1% (1) 69
macklemachtgutelaune 19% (13) 0% (0) 1% (1) 1% (1) 4% (3) 3% (2) 1% (1) 0% (0) 1% (1) 4% (3) 3% (2) 3% (2) 6% (4) 7% (5) 69
klartext2021gemeinsam 14% (9) 8% (5) 18% (12) 2% (1) 8% (5) 6% (4) 5% (3) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 5% (3) 11% (7) 9% (6) 0% (0) 66

Issue follow ers
neuesausrussland 33% (20) 2% (1) 10% (6) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 2% (1) 0% (0) 2% (1) 7% (4) 18% (11) 60
antispiegel 19% (12) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 9% (6) 0% (0) 3% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 3% (2) 64
russlandsdeutsche 42% (28) 0% (0) 2% (1) 2% (1) 2% (1) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 3% (2) 27% (18) 66

Missionaries
q74you 16% (11) 4% (3) 3% (2) 0% (0) 4% (3) 4% (3) 1% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 3% (2) 3% (2) 4% (3) 23% (16) 0% (0) 69
holistischegesundheitheilung 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 2% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 11% (7) 3% (2) 66

Activists
freiesachsen 10% (6) 13% (8) 11% (7) 8% (5) 3% (2) 0% (0) 5% (3) 24% (15) 6% (4) 0% (0) 23% (14) 23% (14) 0% (0) 6% (4) 62
klagemauertv 32% (21) 5% (3) 5% (3) 3% (2) 12% (8) 3% (2) 5% (3) 0% (0) 0% (0) 3% (2) 3% (2) 18% (12) 15% (10) 5% (3) 65
ra_ludw ig 5% (4) 11% (8) 11% (8) 4% (3) 4% (3) 0% (0) 8% (6) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 10% (7) 15% (11) 8% (6) 14% (10) 73
aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell 19% (13) 3% (2) 9% (6) 3% (2) 3% (2) 1% (1) 3% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 13% (9) 9% (6) 3% (2) 9% (6) 67

Full sample 13%(346) 6% (157) 8% (214) 5% (132) 7% (178) 3% (75) 3% (87) 2% (64) 2% (55) 1% (31) 3% (82) 7% (181) 5% (125) 4% (105) 2,67

Table 2

Frequencies of othering and self-identification by channel

Note . N  = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n  messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets. For both othering and self-identif ication, multiple groups could be coded per message. 'National GER 
political' elites include the tw o specif ied subcategories of  'GER federal government' and 'GER Greens and milieu', among others.

Elites

Othering Self -identif ication

Notes. N = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in 
brackets. For both othering and self-identification, multiple groups could be coded per message. ‘Na-
tional GET political’ elites include the two specified subcategories of ‘GER federal government’ and 
‘GER Greens and milieu’, among others.

4.3 Current political topics and issues 

The agendas of current political topics and issues in the channels studied were 
quite diverse; there does not seem to be a unifying agenda at this thematic level in 
the German-speaking HAC sphere Telegram. Overall, none of our categories were 
mentioned in more than 20 percent of posts. Even the COVID pandemic, which 
had boosted the anti-establishment Telegram sphere, with its 422 mentions in a 
total of 2,669 messages (16%) was prominent but not that dominant. Consider-
ing the far-right influence in these networks in Germany (Rothut et al., 2023), we 
found ‘Refuge and migration’ to be covered in a surprisingly low 3% of all mes-
sages (Figure 3 and Table A3).
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Figure 3. Relative frequencies of the five most frequent current political topics 
and issues by channel
 

 

 
  
Notes. Percentages relative to n messages per channel. Multiple topics could be coded per message. 
Channels within each type are arranged by the proportion of messages featuring any political topic.

Examining our channel types, we obtain a slightly different picture. Alternative 
news providers and multi-topic influencers both cover an extensive range of top-
ics at an at least moderate, constant level of attention. However, among the four 
types focused on a particular topic, we found insightful differences: while the is-
sue followers mainly cover the war in Ukraine in 50 to 70 per cent of their mes-
sages, three out of four special interest alternative news providers refer to foreign 
affairs more generally in 54 to 70 per cent of messages – with the exception of 
anwaelte_fuer_aufklaerung with its focus on COVID. Alongside interior politics, 
either foreign affairs or COVID also is the most prominent topic in topic-focused 
influencers (Figure 3 and Table A3).
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4.4 Frames of relevance

HAC spheres are constructed along alternative world views, but the percentage of 
posts explicitly mentioning a certain frame of relevance in our sample is quite low 
(Table 3). Conspiracy theories (in 7% of the total of messages), anti-science (5%) 
and anti-vaccination narratives (4%) are the most common frames of relevance 
overall. Like current topics and issues, the sets of frames of relevance referred to 
vary a lot between channels.

Despite the generally low prevalence of frames of relevance, we found interest-
ing patterns between different types of channels. Both types of alternative news 
providers tend to mention a broader range of frames frequently, reflecting their 
ambition to provide users with diverse viewpoints, and with conspiracy theories 
functioning as an overarching theme in most cases. Among the other five types, 
the base case is a low level of explicit contextualization of current events towards 
the background of a frame of relevance, which was also true for issue followers. 
Two types are different, however: Missionaries have the most frequent references 
to a single frame of relevance (q74you referring to conspiracy theories in 42% of 
its messages, holistischegesundheitheilung to esotericism in 39%), whereas activ-
ists refer to different types of frames of relevance relatively frequently. This plau-
sible strategy attracts people from different ideological backgrounds (Table 3).
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Table 3. Frequencies of frames of relevance by channel

 

 

 
 
  

Channel
Conspiracy 
(incl. Qanon) Esotericism

Anti-
vaccination Anti-science Covid denial Nationalism Racism

Anti-
modernism Other n

Alternative new s providers
kenjebsen 5%   (3) 3%  (2) 3%   (2) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 3%  (2) 6%  (4) 2%  (1) 64
haintz 2%   (1) 5%  (3) 9%   (6) 3%   (2) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 65
checkmatenew s 11%   (8) 4%  (3) 15%  (11) 3%   (2) 5%  (4) 1%  (1) 1%  (1) 4%  (3) 1%  (1) 74
reitschusterde 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 1%   (1) 8%   (6) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 4%  (3) 4%  (3) 0%  (0) 72
uncut_new s 9%   (6) 2%  (1) 9%   (6) 14%   (9) 2%  (1) 3%  (2) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 66
freiheitdergedanken 9%   (6) 1%  (1) 10%   (7) 4%   (3) 4%  (3) 1%  (1) 3%  (2) 3%  (2) 1%  (1) 68
rosenbusch 5%   (3) 2%  (1) 3%   (2) 11%   (7) 6%  (4) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 65
freiemedientv 10%   (7) 6%  (4) 9%   (6) 6%   (4) 4%  (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 3%  (2) 68
stefanmagnet 28%  (18) 0%  (0) 8%   (5) 9%   (6) 6%  (4) 3%  (2) 5%  (3) 6%  (4) 0%  (0) 64
auf1tv 10%   (6) 0%  (0) 7%   (4) 17%  (10) 7%  (4) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 7%  (4) 0%  (0) 59

Special interest alt. new s providers
markmobil 6%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 4%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 6%  (3) 2%  (1) 50
anw aelte_fuer_aufklaerung 5%   (4) 0%  (0) 14%  (10) 7%   (5) 7%  (5) 1%  (1) 1%  (1) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 73
qlobalchange 9%   (6) 0%  (0) 1%   (1) 1%   (1) 3%  (2) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 16% (11) 68
lionmedianew s 16%  (11) 0%  (0) 3%   (2) 0%   (0) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 1%  (1) 1%  (1) 68

Multi-topic influencers
bitteltv 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 3%   (2) 4%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 71
oliverjanich 1%   (1) 4%  (3) 3%   (2) 6%   (4) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 71
allesaussermainstream 1%   (1) 1%  (1) 4%   (3) 4%   (3) 6%  (4) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 67
rppinstitut 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 2%   (1) 5%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 66
faktenfriedenfreiheit 6%   (4) 5%  (3) 2%   (1) 6%   (4) 2%  (1) 3%  (2) 2%  (1) 6%  (4) 0%  (0) 66
frieden_rockt_offiziell 6%   (4) 18% (12) 5%   (3) 3%   (2) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 2%  (1) 66
evahermanoffiziell 4%   (3) 3%  (2) 0%   (0) 3%   (2) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 67
geheimesw issendereliten 5%   (3) 11%  (6) 0%   (0) 4%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 4%  (2) 4%  (2) 0%  (0) 57
rabbitresearch 7%   (5) 1%  (1) 5%   (4) 3%   (2) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 5%  (4) 0%  (0) 73

Topic-focused inf luencers
xavier_naidoo 2%   (1) 8%  (5) 0%   (0) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 65
reinerfuellmich 9%   (6) 4%  (3) 7%   (5) 6%   (4) 4%  (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 3%  (2) 3%  (2) 68
timmkellner 4%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 1%   (1) 1%  (1) 1%  (1) 4%  (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 71
antiilluminaten 9%   (6) 4%  (3) 3%   (2) 3%   (2) 3%  (2) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 7%  (5) 69
rechtsanw aeltin_beate_bahner 4%   (3) 0%  (0) 4%   (3) 7%   (5) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 72
bitchbotboiilive 12%   (8) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 69
macklemachtgutelaune 6%   (4) 1%  (1) 6%   (4) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 3%  (2) 69
klartext2021gemeinsam 9%   (6) 3%  (2) 5%   (3) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 3%  (2) 66

Issue follow ers
neuesausrussland 5%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 5%  (3) 60
antispiegel 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 64
russlandsdeutsche 8%   (5) 0%  (0) 2%   (1) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 5%  (3) 66

Missionaries
q74you 42%  (29) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1%  (1) 69
holistischegesundheitheilung 2%   (1) 39% (26) 0%   (0) 3%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 66

Activists
freiesachsen 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 2%   (1) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 5%  (3) 27% (17) 0%  (0) 3%  (2) 62
klagemauertv 15%  (10) 2%  (1) 11%   (7) 11%   (7) 6%  (4) 0%  (0) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 65
ra_ludw ig 4%   (3) 0%  (0) 7%   (5) 1%   (1) 8%  (6) 1%  (1) 1%  (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 73
aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell 7%   (5) 7%  (5) 4%   (3) 15%  (10) 10%  (7) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 67

Full sample 7% (198) 3% (89) 4% (113) 5% (121) 3% (75) 1% (22) 2% (43) 2% (50) 2% (41) 2,669

Table 3

Frequencies of frames of relevance by channel

Note . N  = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n  messages per channel. Absolute f requencies in brackets. Multiple frames of relevance could be coded per message.

Notes. N = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in 
brackets. Multiple frames of relevance could be coded per message.

4.5 Communicative practices

Considering editorial practices, we analyzed whether and to what extent they create 
genuine content or curate pieces created by other entities. This study distinguished 
between the proportion of posts containing curations and their origins (Figures 4 & 
5, Table A4). The curation of content created by other actors within the anti-estab-
lishment media sphere is vital, followed by channels promoting content hosted on 
other platforms. However, we observed only a small amount of curated content 
originated from legacy media sources. This observation indicates that curating prac-
tices have cohesive and exclusive effects on the anti-establishment media sphere. 
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Figure 4. Absolute frequencies of Telegram messages with or without curations 
in original messages (drawn to the left) and forwards (drawn to the right) by 
channel
 

 

 
 
  Notes. N = 2,669 messages. Channels arranged within each type are arranged by the total number of 
original messages.
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These findings also support that curating is a relevant and distinguishing practice 
for HAC Telegram channels. Curation practices were very heterogeneous within 
the groups of issue followers and missionaries. In both types of channels, we 
found one channel heavily invested in – mostly self-promoting – curations com-
bined with text (60% of messages in antispiegel, 86% of message in holistischege-
sundheitheilung), while other channels from these types hardly used any form of 
curation (see Figure 8).

Differences were noticed within the other four types of channels. The preva-
lence of curation as an editorial practice is most likely found within special inter-
est alternative news providers, followed by alternative news providers and influ-
encers in our typology, with a maximum percentage of curated posts around 
90%. These types of actors increase their channel quality by commenting on and/
or sharing content created by someone else. Referring to other sources is more 
likely in a context that (pretends to) act professionally in an alternative news-
oriented media sphere. The efficacy increases when a channel covers a clearly de-
fined topic with a manageable number of other actors focusing on the same topic.

Beyond the prevalence of curation, curated sources differ only slightly from 
channel to channel. For interpretation purposes, we only considered channels that 
curated at medium or high levels of prevalence. Even within this subsample, cu-
rating sources in the anti-establishment media sphere is by default. However, 
these two exceptions are insightful. For alternative news providers, curating their 
own content published on other platforms is the dominant practice. These profes-
sional actors use Telegram as a platform for content dissemination and audience 
creation. Although we find the curation of legacy media sources in all types of 
this subsample, it plays a slightly more important role among multi-topic influ-
encers. In particular, eva_hermann_offiziell, as a former news anchor, applies this 
strategy to foster her brand as a trustworthy explainer. In comparison to other 
multi-topic influencers, she is generally curating content to a high amount (66% 
of all posts). And nearly 40 percent of these posts are referring to legacy media. 
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Figure 5. Absolute frequencies of types of sources of curations in original mes-
sages (drawn to the left) and forwards (drawn to the right) by channel 

 

 
 
  Notes. N = 2,669 messages. Channels within each type are arranged by the total number of curations 
in original messages.

Our channels also differ significantly in their efforts to activate users’ political ac-
tion and participation. Most channels in our sample did not try to recruit users 
for online or real-life activism, follow other online outlets, or pay for certain 
goods and services. However, two exceptions to this rule are activists and mis-
sionaries. They aim to convince people to take action in all four dimensions men-
tioned above, linking Telegram with real-world activities (see Table 4).
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Table 4. Frequencies of interactions by channel

 

 

 

  

Channel
Recruiting 
movement

Recruiting 
online Mobilising Advertising n

Alternative new s providers
kenjebsen 3%   (2) 6%   (4) 2%   (1) 16%  (10) 64
haintz 5%   (3) 2%   (1) 6%   (4) 8%   (5) 65
checkmatenew s 1%   (1) 4%   (3) 1%   (1) 11%   (8) 74
reitschusterde 0%   (0) 1%   (1) 0%   (0) 3%   (2) 72
uncut_new s 2%   (1) 3%   (2) 2%   (1) 0%   (0) 66
freiheitdergedanken 0%   (0) 16%  (11) 0%   (0) 7%   (5) 68
rosenbusch 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 65
freiemedientv 3%   (2) 6%   (4) 4%   (3) 6%   (4) 68
stefanmagnet 6%   (4) 13%   (8) 3%   (2) 8%   (5) 64
auf1tv 8%   (5) 20%  (12) 3%   (2) 24%  (14) 59

Special interest alt. new s providers
markmobil 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 50
anw aelte_fuer_aufklaerung 7%   (5) 12%   (9) 3%   (2) 12%   (9) 73
qlobalchange 0%   (0) 1%   (1) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 68
lionmedianew s 0%   (0) 6%   (4) 1%   (1) 4%   (3) 68

Multi-topic influencers
bitteltv 0%   (0) 20%  (14) 7%   (5) 4%   (3) 71
oliverjanich 4%   (3) 7%   (5) 4%   (3) 14%  (10) 71
allesaussermainstream 7%   (5) 4%   (3) 4%   (3) 0%   (0) 67
rppinstitut 0%   (0) 12%   (8) 0%   (0) 8%   (5) 66
faktenfriedenfreiheit 5%   (3) 3%   (2) 11%   (7) 15%  (10) 66
frieden_rockt_offiziell 0%   (0) 15%  (10) 0%   (0) 17%  (11) 66
evahermanoffiziell 1%   (1) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 18%  (12) 67
geheimesw issendereliten 0%   (0) 25%  (14) 2%   (1) 11%   (6) 57
rabbitresearch 4%   (3) 11%   (8) 4%   (3) 4%   (3) 73

Topic-focused influencers
xavier_naidoo 3%   (2) 5%   (3) 3%   (2) 2%   (1) 65
reinerfuellmich 6%   (4) 15%  (10) 6%   (4) 7%   (5) 68
timmkellner 3%   (2) 3%   (2) 3%   (2) 7%   (5) 71
antiilluminaten 0%   (0) 20%  (14) 0%   (0) 38%  (26) 69
rechtsanw aeltin_beate_bahner 6%   (4) 6%   (4) 7%   (5) 8%   (6) 72
bitchbotboiilive 1%   (1) 4%   (3) 1%   (1) 1%   (1) 69
macklemachtgutelaune 0%   (0) 9%   (6) 0%   (0) 3%   (2) 69
klartext2021gemeinsam 2%   (1) 6%   (4) 3%   (2) 5%   (3) 66

Issue follow ers
neuesausrussland 3%   (2) 3%   (2) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 60
antispiegel 0%   (0) 9%   (6) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 64
russlandsdeutsche 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 0%   (0) 2%   (1) 66

Missionaries
q74you 6%   (4) 9%   (6) 1%   (1) 0%   (0) 69
holistischegesundheitheilung 2%   (1) 23%  (15) 0%   (0) 27%  (18) 66

Activists
freiesachsen 35%  (22) 16%  (10) 24%  (15) 21%  (13) 62
klagemauertv 11%   (7) 18%  (12) 43%  (28) 2%   (1) 65
ra_ludw ig 32%  (23) 14%  (10) 32%  (23) 19%  (14) 73
aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell 27%  (18) 19%  (13) 33%  (22) 16%  (11) 67

Full sample 5% (129) 9% (244) 5% (144) 9% (232) 2,669

Note . N  = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n  messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets. 
Multiple speech acts could be coded per message.

Table 4

Frequencies of interactions  by channel

Notes. N = 2,669. Percentages relative to n messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets. 
Multiple speech acts could be coded per message.
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Finally, we examined the rhetorical means used in our sample along three dimen-
sions. Does a channel apply professional journalistic strategies to gain attention by 
personalizing topics and/or presenting news as a revelation? Which epistemic prac-
tices and authorities do these channels rely on, for example, references to experts or 
scientific research? Are the channels engaged in interactions with their users?

Table 5. Frequencies of stylistic and rhetorical means by channel

 

 

 
 
  

Channel
Stylization
revelation

Personal-
isation

Presence
author

Sense of
community

Insider
(know ledge) Experts

Scientif ic
studies

Evidence
(e.g. photos)

Legacy
media n

Alternative new s providers
kenjebsen 11%   (7) 14%   (9) 3%   (2) 6%   (4) 0%  (0) 9%   (6) 3%  (2) 23%  (15) 11%   (7) 64
haintz 20%  (13) 6%   (4) 14%   (9) 5%   (3) 3%  (2) 5%   (3) 5%  (3) 5%   (3) 22%  (14) 65
checkmatenew s 24%  (18) 5%   (4) 0%   (0) 4%   (3) 7%  (5) 9%   (7) 3%  (2) 9%   (7) 8%   (6) 74
reitschusterde 10%   (7) 3%   (2) 22%  (16) 1%   (1) 3%  (2) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 8%   (6) 72
uncut_new s 20%  (13) 5%   (3) 5%   (3) 2%   (1) 5%  (3) 11%   (7) 2%  (1) 9%   (6) 2%   (1) 66
freiheitdergedanken 19%  (13) 4%   (3) 3%   (2) 3%   (2) 4%  (3) 12%   (8) 4%  (3) 7%   (5) 9%   (6) 68
rosenbusch 14%   (9) 2%   (1) 20%  (13) 3%   (2) 0%  (0) 3%   (2) 5%  (3) 14%   (9) 26%  (17) 65
freiemedientv 22%  (15) 6%   (4) 3%   (2) 9%   (6) 6%  (4) 10%   (7) 4%  (3) 1%   (1) 15%  (10) 68
stefanmagnet 20%  (13) 6%   (4) 30%  (19) 6%   (4) 5%  (3) 5%   (3) 0%  (0) 9%   (6) 8%   (5) 64
auf1tv 12%   (7) 0%   (0) 12%   (7) 3%   (2) 7%  (4) 12%   (7) 0%  (0) 5%   (3) 2%   (1) 59

Special interest alt. new s providers
markmobil 14%   (7) 2%   (1) 0%   (0) 2%   (1) 4%  (2) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 14%   (7) 0%   (0) 50
anw aelte_fuer_aufklaerung 15%  (11) 5%   (4) 21%  (15) 4%   (3) 7%  (5) 15%  (11) 3%  (2) 4%   (3) 8%   (6) 73
qlobalchange 24%  (16) 9%   (6) 0%   (0) 3%   (2) 10%  (7) 1%   (1) 0%  (0) 12%   (8) 6%   (4) 68
lionmedianew s 21%  (14) 9%   (6) 3%   (2) 3%   (2) 7%  (5) 4%   (3) 1%  (1) 13%   (9) 24%  (16) 68

Multi-topic influencers
bitteltv 7%   (5) 6%   (4) 10%   (7) 3%   (2) 1%  (1) 3%   (2) 3%  (2) 4%   (3) 15%  (11) 71
oliverjanich 7%   (5) 6%   (4) 10%   (7) 4%   (3) 0%  (0) 7%   (5) 3%  (2) 7%   (5) 10%   (7) 71
allesaussermainstream 9%   (6) 6%   (4) 21%  (14) 7%   (5) 3%  (2) 10%   (7) 4%  (3) 3%   (2) 4%   (3) 67
rppinstitut 5%   (3) 0%   (0) 8%   (5) 6%   (4) 0%  (0) 6%   (4) 6%  (4) 8%   (5) 15%  (10) 66
faktenfriedenfreiheit 11%   (7) 2%   (1) 17%  (11) 5%   (3) 0%  (0) 5%   (3) 6%  (4) 5%   (3) 3%   (2) 66
frieden_rockt_offiziell 9%   (6) 5%   (3) 14%   (9) 15%  (10) 2%  (1) 2%   (1) 3%  (2) 5%   (3) 6%   (4) 66
evahermanoff iziell 10%   (7) 1%   (1) 9%   (6) 1%   (1) 0%  (0) 6%   (4) 4%  (3) 3%   (2) 22%  (15) 67
geheimesw issendereliten 4%   (2) 9%   (5) 5%   (3) 4%   (2) 2%  (1) 2%   (1) 4%  (2) 12%   (7) 4%   (2) 57
rabbitresearch 15%  (11) 5%   (4) 5%   (4) 4%   (3) 1%  (1) 1%   (1) 4%  (3) 18%  (13) 16%  (12) 73

Topic-focused influencers
xavier_naidoo 5%   (3) 5%   (3) 17%  (11) 18%  (12) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 2%   (1) 0%   (0) 65
reinerfuellmich 15%  (10) 6%   (4) 18%  (12) 3%   (2) 1%  (1) 6%   (4) 1%  (1) 7%   (5) 4%   (3) 68
timmkellner 3%   (2) 6%   (4) 8%   (6) 3%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 17%  (12) 4%   (3) 71
antiilluminaten 16%  (11) 0%   (0) 1%   (1) 1%   (1) 7%  (5) 4%   (3) 3%  (2) 12%   (8) 7%   (5) 69
rechtsanw aeltin_beate_bahner 10%   (7) 6%   (4) 15%  (11) 8%   (6) 3%  (2) 4%   (3) 1%  (1) 1%   (1) 7%   (5) 72
bitchbotboiilive 13%   (9) 3%   (2) 7%   (5) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 6%   (4) 17%  (12) 69
macklemachtgutelaune 16%  (11) 4%   (3) 9%   (6) 9%   (6) 1%  (1) 4%   (3) 3%  (2) 12%   (8) 10%   (7) 69
klartext2021gemeinsam 24%  (16) 6%   (4) 8%   (5) 2%   (1) 6%  (4) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 24%  (16) 11%   (7) 66

Issue follow ers
neuesausrussland 22%  (13) 3%   (2) 5%   (3) 2%   (1) 8%  (5) 5%   (3) 0%  (0) 27%  (16) 7%   (4) 60
antispiegel 8%   (5) 0%   (0) 14%   (9) 0%   (0) 2%  (1) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 3%   (2) 11%   (7) 64
russlandsdeutsche 8%   (5) 6%   (4) 3%   (2) 0%   (0) 2%  (1) 3%   (2) 0%  (0) 17%  (11) 12%   (8) 66

Missionaries
q74you 36%  (25) 1%   (1) 23%  (16) 14%  (10) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 19%  (13) 13%   (9) 69
holistischegesundheitheilung 17%  (11) 0%   (0) 8%   (5) 8%   (5) 2%  (1) 17%  (11) 11%  (7) 3%   (2) 2%   (1) 66

Activists
freiesachsen 0%   (0) 5%   (3) 10%   (6) 29%  (18) 0%  (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 27%  (17) 8%   (5) 62
klagemauertv 45%  (29) 8%   (5) 0%   (0) 9%   (6) 6%  (4) 8%   (5) 0%  (0) 11%   (7) 0%   (0) 65
ra_ludw ig 1%   (1) 3%   (2) 27%  (20) 32%  (23) 3%  (2) 4%   (3) 1%  (1) 4%   (3) 5%   (4) 73
aerztefueraufklaerungoff iziell 4%   (3) 0%   (0) 10%   (7) 22%  (15) 1%  (1) 9%   (6) 1%  (1) 6%   (4) 1%   (1) 67

Full sample 14% (376) 4% (118) 11% (281) 7% (177) 3% (79) 5% (138) 2% (61) 10% (255) 9% (246) 2,669

Journalistic strategies Interaction Epistemic strategies

Table 5

Frequencies of stylistic and rhetorical means by channel

Note .  N  = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n  messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets. Multiple stylistic and rhetorical means could be coded per message.

Notes. N = 2,669. Percentages relative to n messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets. 
Multiple stylistic and rhetorical means could be coded per message.

All these elements are rare if we look at our complete sample due to the limited 
length of the posts. Assigning a certain communication style to one of our chan-
nels rarely combines these dimensions. Nevertheless, we found instructive hints 
regarding the typological layer. Alternative news providers and topic-focused influ-
encers most likely apply a specific rhetorical method. Both types present their news 
pretending to be investigative journalists or trying to establish a relationship with 
their users. These strategies are useful for the associated actors to gain credibility 
by referring to professional standards or the presenters’ trustworthiness (Table 5).
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5. Discussion

Our findings show that influential Telegram channels in the HAC should not be seen 
as a monolithic block. Instead, we observed a diverse and dynamic communicative 
environment, in which we identified a broad spectrum of typical channels serving 
particular user needs. To a certain extent, HAC channels on Telegram are a func-
tional equivalent to the established media sphere for their users: Starting from alter-
native news providers covering a broad range of current topics up to activist chan-
nels combining populist stances with a high degree of user interaction. This finding 
corresponds with results by Zehring & Domahidi (2023) and Rothut et al. (2023), 
who also identified a broad spectrum of channels in certain sub-parts of the HAC.

Our holistic view on the ideological backgrounds of channels and the range of 
topics covered adds value to the understanding of the HAC on Telegram in 
comparison to empirical strategies starting from a certain online discourse (e.g., 
COVID in Zehring and Domahidi, 2023, and Staender et al., 2024) or a certain 
background (e.g., far-right influencers in Rothut et al., 2023). The respective 
background is very helpful to understand why actors enter the HAC as creators. 
It remains also important to maintain a particular brand identity of a channel 
and to foster the relationship to its regular users. Nevertheless, it does not neces-
sarily explain what topics are currently covered and contextualized by referring 
to a certain frame of relevance. Theoretical models as well as empirical approach-
es should reflect these dynamics.

Looking at this environment through the theoretical lens of communicative 
figurations helped us distinguish typical patterns of actor identities, themes, and 
practices, which channels focus on: We were able to reconstruct a typology of 
Telegram channels which links existing typologies based on a broad range of em-
pirical approaches like network analysis (Zehring & Domahidi, 2023), topic 
modelling (Rothut et al., 2023), or hierarchical cluster analysis (Staender et al., 
2024) in a meaningful way. Computational approaches like in Rothut et al. 
(2023) and Zehring & Domahidi (2023) allow to analyze larger samples than in 
our manual content analysis. Our findings add value to the results of computa-
tional studies, however, as we were able to measure indicators for practices, 
frames of relevance etc. directly and use the whole of them for creating types in-
stead of describing typologies based on comparing groups (Staender et al. 2024) 
or topic modeling (Rothut et al., 2023). On the other hand, our approach al-
lowed us to validate qualitative approaches like in Bader, Müller & Rinsdorf 
(2023) using a significantly larger sample.

Except for a few channels, explicit references to frames of relevance were rare 
throughout the sample. We presume most users have a clear idea of the ideologi-
cal backgrounds of different channels, in particular because community seeking 
can be seen as an important motive to use alternative media (Schwarzenegger 
2021). Therefore, updating impressions regularly using cues in certain frames is 
sufficient. For new users, this seemingly ideology-free positioning makes it more 
difficult to obtain alternative worldviews. These users may not recognize the 
channel as fringe. That may create advantages for attracting new users. However, 
the alternative news providers support this case by explicitly linking their news 
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with diverse frames of relevance, reflecting their ambition to provide users with a 
diverse picture from varied viewpoints.

The type of multi-topic influencers shows how important a personal brand can be 
in the interaction with the audience, as it can be shown for journalism (Molyneux & 
Holton, 2014). They try to utilize their individual credibility to establish their chan-
nels as alternative news sources. These actors adapt to a general shift in the users’ 
understanding of information: In particular in younger age-groups individual crea-
tors gain importance as sources, (partly) replacing news organizations (Broersma, 
2019). From this perspective, the practice of curating content within the HAC gains 
importance: It may function as a strategy of creators to present themselves as a trust-
worthy network and to frame Telegram as a platform for resistant media usage.

The relatively low level of populist communication in our sample was surpris-
ing, also in comparison to findings regarding sub-parts of the HAC in Germany 
like COVID sceptics (Almodt, 2023). Nevertheless, populist communication 
seems to be a meaningful measure to boost one’s (personal) brand image as a 
watchdog amongst other HAC channels or to motivate people to online and of-
fline activism (Tebaldi & Del Percio, 2024).

Although only a small amount of curated content originated from legacy me-
dia sources, the established media sphere remains important as a reference point 
for creators from the HAC sphere. That may reflect the specific role of legacy 
media in agenda setting processes in a hybrid media environment in general: Leg-
acy media outlets’ capability to steer public attention towards a certain topic may 
have been weakened, but they still play an important role in sustaining attention 
(Langer & Gruber, 2020). From time to time, direct links may still help to in-
crease the credibility of a certain news story. More importantly, referring to pro-
fessional standards of journalism could underline the creator’s trustworthiness. 
Finally, presenting themselves as investigative journalists helps to distinguish 
themselves from “system media” outlets.

Most of our channels adapt to the dominant logic of Telegram as a visual plat-
form – as all kinds of content creators (have to) do (Meisner & Ledbetter, 2022). 
Within the boundaries of the Telegram ecosystem, actors create and share various 
combinations of content that serve the needs of different target groups within the 
community. The importance of curation as an editorial practice seems to be a 
second characteristic of HAC Telegram channels, particularly those that position 
themselves as credible sources of (alternative) news.

Our findings should be interpreted carefully due to certain limitations. First, we 
highlight the dynamic nature of our research subject. Our samples reflect only a 
specific period, while reach and interactions of Telegram channels are highly vola-
tile. We identified channels that closely followed Russia’s war in Ukraine and re-
lated political topics, for example. We presume that this pattern of issue-specific 
influence is stable and could be observed in other study periods but with changing 
issue, e.g., COVID and prevention measures during the height of the pandemic.

Second, we limited ourselves to text analysis, although our data indicated the 
importance of video content. We roughly analyzed the pictures and stills of the 
embedded videos. Therefore, we strongly recommend efforts to investigate these 
materials in detail, including the video content on other platforms embedded in 
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Telegram for audience creation. Additionally, we could only record explicit refer-
ences to frames of relevance as coding implicit references proved to be unreliable.

Third, our analysis of curation practices was limited to only one main link per 
Telegram message, which means we may have underrated the importance of this 
editorial practice. We suggest tracing the origins of shared media in detail in future 
studies to obtain a more comprehensive picture of curation practices – including 
interviews with creators running Telegram channels. We hope that the perspective 
of communicative figurations at Telegram communication developed in this paper 
can inspire future research of creators, users, and content on the platform.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Prevalence against attention diversity of frames of relevance by 
channel 

 

 

 
 
Typification of Telegram channels 

Channels arranged by thematic structure n(channel) Type 

Diverse, high-prevalence integration of political topics with 
frames of relevance     
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haintz 65 Alternative news providers 
checkmatenews 74 Alternative news providers 
reitschusterde 72 Alternative news providers 
uncut_news 66 Alternative news providers 
freiheitdergedanken 68 Alternative news providers 
rosenbusch 65 Alternative news providers 
freiemedientv 68 Alternative news providers 
stefanmagnet 64 Alternative news providers 
auf1tv 59 Alternative news providers 
freiesachsen 62 Activists 

Narrowly focused, high prevalence of political topics     
markmobil 50 Special interest alternative news providers 
anwaelte_fuer_aufklaerung 73 Special interest alternative news providers 
qlobalchange 68 Special interest alternative news providers 
lionmedianews 68 Special interest alternative news providers 
klagemauertv 65 Activists 
ra_ludwig 73 Activists 

Diverse, low prevalence of political topics     
bitteltv 71 Multi-topic influencers 
oliverjanich 71 Multi-topic influencers 
allesaussermainstream 67 Multi-topic influencers 
rppinstitut 66 Multi-topic influencers 
faktenfriedenfreiheit 66 Multi-topic influencers 
frieden_rockt_offiziell 66 Multi-topic influencers 
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geheimeswissendereliten 57 Multi-topic influencers 
rabbitresearch 73 Multi-topic influencers 

Narrowly focused, low prevalence of political topics     
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reinerfuellmich 68 Topic-focused influencers 
timmkellner 71 Topic-focused influencers 
antiilluminaten 69 Topic-focused influencers 
rechtsanwaeltin_beate_bahner 72 Topic-focused influencers 
bitchbotboiilive 69 Topic-focused influencers 
macklemachtgutelaune 69 Topic-focused influencers 
klartext2021gemeinsam 66 Topic-focused influencers 
aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell 67 Activists 

Issue-focused, high prevalence of political topics     
neuesausrussland 60 Issue followers 
antispiegel 64 Issue followers 
russlandsdeutsche 66 Issue followers 

Narrowly focused, high prevalence of frames of relevance     
q74you 69 Missionaries 
holistischegesundheitheilung 66 Missionaries 

Full sample 2,669   

Note. Changes of single channels' group allocations by accounting for variables beyond thematic structure highlighted in bold. 

Notes. N = 2,669 messages. The higher Shannon’s H, the less narrow attention is distributed between 
frames of relevance. Medians of both measures are added to the plot.
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Table A1. Typification of Telegram channels

Note. Changes of single channel’s group allocations by accounting for variables. Beyond thematic 
structure highlighted in bold.
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Table A2. Reliability scores

 

 

Table A2 
 
Reliability scores           

Variable 
No. of 

messages 
No. of 

categories 
Holsti's 

CR 
Brennan and 
Prediger's 𝜅𝜅 Fleiss' 𝜅𝜅 

Message composition: text, embedded media, curation, 
or combination 79 5 0,97  0,94 

Embedded media      
Any medium 79 2 0,98 0,97  
Any type of still image (incl. those specified below) 79 2 0,99 0,97  
Photograph  79 2 0,98 0,96  
Photograph + text 79 2 0,96 0,91  
Screenshot 79 2 0,97 0,93  
Video 79 2 0,99 0,97  
Audio 79 2 1,00 1,00  
Document (e.g. .doc, .pdf) 79 2 0,99 0,99  

Curations: Sources 19 4 0,76  0,63 

Current political topics and issues      
Major: Russia's war in Ukraine 79 2 0,98 0,96  
Major: Covid 79 2 0,94 0,86  
Major: Refuge and migration 79 2 0,99 0,99  
Major: Climate change 79 2 0,96 0,92  
Topic area: Politics 79 2 0,94 0,85  
Topic area: Interior policies 79 2 0,86 0,70  
Topic area: Identity (incl. LGBTQI+) 79 2 0,99 0,99  
Topic area: Foreign affairs 79 2 0,91 0,80  
Topic area: Economy 79 2 0,94 0,85  
Topic area: Media (policy) 79 2 0,95 0,88  
Topic area: Society 79 2 0,89 0,73  
Topic area: Science, research, technology  79 2 0,98 0,95  
Topic area: Other 79 2 0,98 0,96  

Frames of relevance      
Conspiracy theories (incl. QAnon) 79 2 0,91 0,81  
Esotericism 79 2 0,98 0,95  
Anti-vaccination 79 2 0,96 0,92  
Anti-science 79 2 0,97 0,95  
Covid denial and trivialization 79 2 0,95 0,89  
Nationalism 79 2 0,97 0,92  
Racism 79 2 0,98 0,96  
Anti-modernism 79 2 0,97 0,93  
Other 79 2 0,97 0,92  

     (continued) 
 
  

 

 

 

Variable 
No. of 

messages 
No. of 

categories 
Holsti's 

CR 
Brennan and 
Prediger's 𝜅𝜅 Fleiss' 𝜅𝜅 

Othering      
Elites (all of the below aggregated) 79 2 0,82 0,61  
International political elites 79 2 0,91 0,82  
National (German) political elites (excluding the 

specified below) 
79 2 0,88 0,74 

 
National (German) political elites: Federal 

Government 
79 2 0,85 0,69 

 
National (German) political elites: Green Party and 

left-green milieu  
79 2 0,91 0,80 

 
Elites: Media 79 2 0,95 0,86  
Elites: Economy 79 2 0,94 0,88  
Elites: Other 79 2 0,96 0,89  
Minorities 79 2 0,97 0,93  
Activists and NGOs 79 2 0,98 0,96  
Other 79 2 0,98 0,96  

Self-identification      
Reference and appeals to the people 79 2 0,97 0,93  
Those suffering from the policies of "the powerful" 79 2 0,89 0,73  
Reference and appeals to the people + Those 

suffering [...] combined 
79 2 0,89 0,73 

 
(Small) community of the 

knowledgeable/enlightened 
79 2 0,93 0,82 

 
Other 79 2 0,94 0,86  

Further speech acts      
Recruiting for movement 79 2 0,96 0,91  
Recruiting users online 79 2 0,85 0,65  
Mobilising participants and supporters 79 2 0,96 0,92  
Advertising 79 2 0,93 0,86  

Rhetorical and stylistic means      
Stylization of a revelation 79 2 0,83 0,66  
Personalisation 79 2 0,86 0,69  
Presence author 79 2 0,85 0,66  
Creating sense of unity 79 2 0,92 0,82  
Insider (knowledge) 79 2 0,96 0,91  
Experts 79 2 0,94 0,85  
Scientific studies 79 2 0,97 0,95  
Evidence such as photos, videos, etc. 79 2 0,84 0,66  
Legacy media 79 2 0,87 0,72  

Note. n = 79 randomly selected messages were covertly assigned to the human coders during data collection. Decisions on 
calculating Brennan and Prediger's 𝜅𝜅 or Fleiss's 𝜅𝜅 based on number of categories. 
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Notes. n = 79 randomly selected messages were covertly assigned to the human coders during data 
collection. Decisions on calculating Brennan and Prediger’s – or Fleiss’s – based on number of catego-
ries.
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No. of 

messages 
No. of 

categories 
Holsti's 

CR 
Brennan and 
Prediger's 𝜅𝜅 Fleiss' 𝜅𝜅 
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specified below) 
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Minorities 79 2 0,97 0,93  
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Those suffering from the policies of "the powerful" 79 2 0,89 0,73  
Reference and appeals to the people + Those 

suffering [...] combined 
79 2 0,89 0,73 
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knowledgeable/enlightened 
79 2 0,93 0,82 

 
Other 79 2 0,94 0,86  

Further speech acts      
Recruiting for movement 79 2 0,96 0,91  
Recruiting users online 79 2 0,85 0,65  
Mobilising participants and supporters 79 2 0,96 0,92  
Advertising 79 2 0,93 0,86  

Rhetorical and stylistic means      
Stylization of a revelation 79 2 0,83 0,66  
Personalisation 79 2 0,86 0,69  
Presence author 79 2 0,85 0,66  
Creating sense of unity 79 2 0,92 0,82  
Insider (knowledge) 79 2 0,96 0,91  
Experts 79 2 0,94 0,85  
Scientific studies 79 2 0,97 0,95  
Evidence such as photos, videos, etc. 79 2 0,84 0,66  
Legacy media 79 2 0,87 0,72  

Note. n = 79 randomly selected messages were covertly assigned to the human coders during data collection. Decisions on 
calculating Brennan and Prediger's 𝜅𝜅 or Fleiss's 𝜅𝜅 based on number of categories. 
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Table A3. Frequencies of current political topics and issues by channel

Notes. N = 2,669 messages. Percentages relative to n messages per channel. Absolute frequencies in 
brackets. Multiple topics could be coded per message.
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W
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Ukraine

Covid

Refuge 
and 

M
igration

Clim
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change
Politics

Interior 
policies

Identity
Foreign 
affairs

Econom
y

M
edia 

(policy)
Society

Science
O

ther
n

A
lternative new

s providers
kenjebsen

16%
 (10)

11%
 (7)

9%
 (6)

8%
 (5)

5%
 (3)

31%
 (20)

5%
 (3)

8%
 (5)

16%
 (10)

8%
 (5)

6%
 (4)

0%
 (0)

3%
 (2)

64
haintz

9%
 (6)

29%
 (19)

2%
 (1)

3%
 (2)

8%
 (5)

15%
 (10)

3%
 (2)

18%
 (12)

5%
 (3)

8%
 (5)

5%
 (3)

2%
 (1)

0%
 (0)

65
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5%
 (4)

22%
 (16)

1%
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5%
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 (2)
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31%
 (23)

12%
 (9)

5%
 (4)

5%
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4%
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 (0)

74
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0%
 (0)

18%
 (13)

11%
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14%
 (10)

10%
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26%
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3%

 (2)
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24%
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1%
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0%

 (0)
1%

 (1)
68
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18%
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18%
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22%
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12%
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18%
 (12)
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10%
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1%
 (1)

67
rppinstitut

2%
 (1)

18%
 (12)
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12%
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11%
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14%
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Topic-focused influencers
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1%
 (1)

0%
 (0)
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bitchbotboiilive
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 (6)
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 (0)
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 (0)
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14%
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38%

 (26)
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17%
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38%

 (25)
2%

 (1)
2%

 (1)
0%

 (0)
0%

 (0)
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Table A4. Frequencies of types of sources of curations in original messages and 
forwards by channel

 

 

Table A4 
 
Frequencies of types of sources of curations in original messages and forwards by channel 

Channel 
Self- 

promotion 

Anti-establish-
ment public 

sphere 
Legacy 
media 

Website/ 
shop Other n 

Original messages 
Alternative news providers             

kenjebsen – – – – – 0 
haintz 0%   (0) 13%   (4) 29%  (9) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 13 
checkmatenews 0%   (0) 35%  (16) 7%  (3) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 21 
reitschusterde 82%  (59) 7%   (5) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 64 
uncut_news 67%  (44) 6%   (4) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 48 
freiheitdergedanken 0%   (0) 49%  (21) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 21 
rosenbusch 2%   (1) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1 
freiemedientv 0%   (0) 29%   (9) 6%  (2) 0%  (0) 3%  (1) 12 
stefanmagnet 4%   (2) 19%  (11) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 13 
auf1tv 31%  (18) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 18 

Special interest alt. news providers             
markmobil – – – – – 0 
anwaelte_fuer_aufklaerung 8%   (3) 74%  (28) 8%  (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 34 
qlobalchange 7%   (4) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 5 
lionmedianews 3%   (1) 17%   (5) 13%  (4) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 10 

Multi-topic influencers             

bitteltv 0%   (0) 4%   (2) 
28% 
(16) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 18 

oliverjanich 5%   (1) 10%   (2) 10%  (2) 10%  (2) 0%  (0) 7 
allesaussermainstream 7%   (2) 28%   (8) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 10 
rppinstitut 7%   (4) 16%  (10) 7%  (4) 0%  (0) 2%  (1) 19 
faktenfriedenfreiheit 2%   (1) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 2 
frieden_rockt_offiziell 7%   (3) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 6 

evahermanoffiziell 0%   (0) 39%  (20) 
33% 
(17) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 39 

geheimeswissendereliten 0%   (0) 5%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 2 
rabbitresearch 2%   (1) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 4 

Topic-focused influencers             
xavier_naidoo 0%   (0) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1 
reinerfuellmich 0%   (0) 62%   (8) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 8 
timmkellner 10%   (7) 24%  (16) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 23 
antiilluminaten 0%   (0) 25%  (17) 12%  (8) 3%  (2) 6%  (4) 31 
rechtsanwaeltin_beate_bahner 4%   (1) 56%  (15) 7%  (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 18 
bitchbotboiilive 0%   (0) 6%   (2) 9%  (3) 0%  (0) 3%  (1) 6 
macklemachtgutelaune 3%   (1) 3%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 7%  (2) 4 
klartext2021gemeinsam 2%   (1) 12%   (8) 8%  (5) 3%  (2) 0%  (0) 16 

Issue followers             
neuesausrussland 0%   (0) 7%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 3 
antispiegel 56%  (35) 5%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 38 
russlandsdeutsche 5%   (3) 7%   (4) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 7 

Missionaries             
q74you 0%   (0) 12%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 1 
holistischegesundheitheilung 40%  (25) 38%  (24) 3%  (2) 5%  (3) 0%  (0) 54 

Activists             
freiesachsen 3%   (2) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 2 
klagemauertv 6%   (4) 2%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 5 
ra_ludwig 15%   (4) 27%   (7) 12%  (3) 8%  (2) 4%  (1) 17 
aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell 6%   (3) 22%  (11) 2%  (1) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 16 

Total 12% (230) 14% (273) 5% (86) 1% (16) 1% (12) 617 

          continued   

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


44 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

Notes. n = 798 messages with curations. Percentages relative to n number of messages with curations 
per channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets.

 

 

Channel 
Self- 

promotion 

Anti-establish-
ment public 

sphere 
Legacy 
media 

Website/ 
shop Other n 

Forwards 
Alternative news providers             

kenjebsen – – – – – 0 
haintz 0% (0) 21%   (7) 15%  (5) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 12 
checkmatenews 0% (0) 7%   (2) 4%  (1) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 3 
reitschusterde – – – – – 0 
uncut_news – – – – – 0 
freiheitdergedanken 4% (1) 24%   (6) 12%  (3) 8%  (2) 0% (0) 12 
rosenbusch – – – – – 0 
freiemedientv 3% (1) 3%   (1) 3%  (1) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 3 
stefanmagnet 0% (0) 0%   (0) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 0 
auf1tv – – – – – 0 

Special interest alt. news providers             
markmobil – – – – – 0 
anwaelte_fuer_aufklaerung 0% (0) 49%  (17) 3%  (1) 3%  (1) 0% (0) 19 
qlobalchange 0% (0) 8%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 1 
lionmedianews 0% (0) 16%   (6) 8%  (3) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 9 

Multi-topic influencers             
bitteltv 0% (0) 29%   (4) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 4 
oliverjanich 0% (0) 26%  (13) 4%  (2) 6%  (3) 0% (0) 18 
allesaussermainstream 0% (0) 16%   (6) 5%  (2) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 8 
rppinstitut 0% (0) 40%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 2 
faktenfriedenfreiheit – – – – – 0 
frieden_rockt_offiziell 0% (0) 12%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 3 
evahermanoffiziell 0% (0) 6%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 1 
geheimeswissendereliten 0% (0) 35%   (7) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 7 
rabbitresearch 0% (0) 17%   (4) 8%  (2) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 6 

Topic-focused influencers             
xavier_naidoo – – – – – 0 
reinerfuellmich 0% (0) 13%   (7) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 8 
timmkellner 0% (0) 67%   (2) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 2 
antiilluminaten – – – – – 0 
rechtsanwaeltin_beate_bahner 0% (0) 22%  (10) 4%  (2) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 12 

bitchbotboiilive 0% (0) 20%   (7) 
34% 
(12) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 19 

macklemachtgutelaune 0% (0) 5%   (2) 3%  (1) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 3 
klartext2021gemeinsam – – – – – 0 

Issue followers             
neuesausrussland 0% (0) 33%   (5) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 5 
antispiegel – – – – – 0 
russlandsdeutsche – – – – – 0 

Missionaries             
q74you 5% (3) 2%   (1) 2%  (1) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 5 
holistischegesundheitheilung 33% (1) 33%   (1) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 0% (0) 2 

Activists             
freiesachsen – – – – – 0 
klagemauertv – – – – – 0 
ra_ludwig 0% (0) 15%   (7) 2%  (1) 9%  (4) 2% (1) 13 
aerztefueraufklaerungoffiziell 0% (0) 19%   (3) 0%  (0) 0%  (0) 6% (1) 4 

Total 1% (6) 16% (125) 5% (38) 1% (10) 0% (2) 181 

Note. n = 798 messages with curations. Percentages relative to n number of messages with curations per 
channel. Absolute frequencies in brackets. 
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News softening as a strategy for adapting to platform logics. 
Introducing the concept of social news softening

News Softening als eine Strategie zur Anpassung an die 
Plattformlogiken. Einführung des Social News Softening-Konzepts

Miriam Klein

Abstract: News softening describes a journalistic strategy to attract maximum attention 
with the help of certain content (soft news) or a soft style – a goal also included in the (al-
gorithm-based) logics of social platforms. However, there is a lack of empirical evidence on 
the extent to which adapting news media to social media logic is accompanied by news 
softening, particularly due to the lack of a conceptual basis. The traditional softening con-
cept (Reinemann et al., 2012), developed based on mass media logic and not considering 
social media-specific softening aspects, cannot be applied to social platforms without run-
ning the risk of underestimating the actual degree of news softening. For this reason, this 
paper develops the concept of “social news softening” based on the conceptualization of 
social media logic by Hermida and Mellado (2020), from which it derives adaptation 
strategies. The new concept includes five dimensions – emotionality, subjectivity, individu-
alization framing, sensational framing, and audience orientation – and can be understood 
as a conceptual extension of the traditional concept, supplementing its dimensions and 
characteristics (many of which are still relevant to social media) with social media-specific 
ones. In addition, this paper provides considerations on how platform-specific affordances 
impact social news softening on distinct platforms. Thus, this paper is an important start-
ing point for urgently needed empirical studies on news softening in the context of plat-
formization processes and the adaptation of news media to the logics of social media. 
Therefore, this paper links softening research with current issues in journalism and media 
performance research.

Keywords: Social news softening, news softening, social media logic, news media, plat-
formization

Zusammenfassung: News Softening beschreibt eine journalistische Strategie, um mithilfe 
bestimmter Inhalte (Soft News) oder einer soften Aufbereitung von Nachrichteninhalten 
maximale Aufmerksamkeit zu erlangen – dies ist auch ein Ziel der (algorithmenbasierten) 
Logiken sozialer Plattformen. Jedoch fehlt es weitgehend an empirischen Belegen, inwie-
fern eine Anpassung der Nachrichtenmedien an die Social Media-Logik auch mit News 
Softening einhergeht. Dies liegt insbesondere an einer fehlenden konzeptionellen Basis. Das 
traditionelle Softening-Konzept (Reinemann et al., 2012), das auf Basis der massenmedia-
len Logik entwickelt wurde, lässt sich aufgrund der daraus resultierenden Nicht-Beachtung 
von Social Media-spezifischen Softening-Aspekten nicht auf soziale Plattformen anwenden, 
ohne Gefahr zu laufen, den tatsächlichen Grad an News Softening zu unterschätzen. Aus 
diesem Grund entwickelt die vorliegende Arbeit, basierend auf der Konzeptualisierung der 
Social Media-Logik von Hermida und Mellado (2020) und daraus abgeleiteten Anpas-

Kopfzeile 1: Full Paper 
Kopfzeile 2: Klein | News softening as a strategy for 

adapting to platform logics

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


48 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

sungsstrategien, das Konzept „Social News Softening“. Dieses beinhaltet fünf Dimensio-
nen – emotionality, subjectivity, individualization framing, sensational framing, audience 
orientation – und lässt sich als eine Weiterentwicklung des traditionellen Konzepts verste-
hen, indem es dessen Dimensionen und Merkmale (von denen viele auch für soziale Medi-
en relevant sind) um Social Media-spezifische Dimensionen und Merkmale ergänzt. Zudem 
stellt die Arbeit Überlegungen an bezüglich der konkreten Ausgestaltung des Social News 
Softening-Konzepts im Hinblick auf Plattform-spezifische Affordances. Damit ist die Ar-
beit ein wichtiger Ausgangspunkt für dringend benötigte empirische Studien zur Erfor-
schung von News Softening im Kontext von Plattformisierungsprozessen und zur Anpas-
sung von Nachrichtenmedien an die Logiken sozialer Medien – und verknüpft dabei die 
Softening-Forschung mit aktuellen Fragen der Journalismus- und Qualitätsforschung.

Schlagwörter: Social News Softening, News Softening, Social Media-Logik, Nachrichten-
medien, Plattformisierung

1. 	 Introduction

News softening, a journalistic strategy aimed at maximizing audience attention, is 
considered a key concept in political communication and news production. This 
is due to its significance for public opinion formation (Otto et al., 2017; Reine-
mann et al., 2012; Van Aelst et al., 2017). News softening is often considered a 
negative phenomenon, as it is regarded as being at odds with media performance 
and journalistic standards (Esser, 1999; Otto et al., 2017). Other researchers em-
phasize that it may encourage news avoiders to engage with news (Jandura & 
Friedrich, 2014; Örnebring & Jönsson, 2004). According to its traditional me-
aning, news softening denotes the adaptation of journalistic standards to the logic 
of commercial mass media regarding the selection and presentation of news (Es-
ser, 1999; Magin, 2019; Reinemann et al., 2012; Sparks, 2000). While commer-
cialization, namely the rise of tabloids and commercial television, and digitalizati-
on have long been the main drivers of news softening (Esser, 1999; Magin, 2019), 
platformization processes are now amplifying the orientation towards audience 
preferences and social media logic, thereby potentially exacerbating softening 
(Klein et al., 2025; Lamot, 2022; Steiner, 2020).

Although a recent systematic literature review (Anter, 2024) concluded that 
adaptation to social media logic only slightly increases softening, there is a pauci-
ty of empirical evidence to support this stance. This is largely because the theore-
tical contextualization of many papers is inappropriate for the question raised 
here. Most studies in this field refer to news value or framing theory (Anter, 
2024), yet they rarely address news softening (for exceptions, see Klein et al., 
2025; Lamot, 2022; Steiner, 2020; see also Lamot et al., 2022), which is still 
strongly rooted in traditional media, such as print or TV (e.g., Arbaoui et al., 
2020; Lefkowitz, 2018; Magin, 2019), and has so far only been applied occasio-
nally to online media (e.g., Karlsson, 2016). This inadequate theoretical foundati-
on is further compounded by the fact that many studies have only examined iso-
lated indicators of news softening, such as subjective language (Welbers & 
Opgenhaffen, 2019) or clickbait phrasing (Lischka & Garz, 2023). Thus, the exis-
ting research fails to provide a holistic picture. The few studies (Lamot, 2022; 
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Steiner, 2020) that have examined platforms and are theoretically grounded in 
news softening, have referred to its traditional concept (Reinemann et al., 2012; 
for an exception, see Klein et al., 2025). However, it is questionable to what ex-
tent this concept, developed based on commercial mass media logic, can validly 
capture news softening on social media. This concept may underestimate the de-
gree of news softening because it does not consider social media-specific characte-
ristics, such as emoticons or ways of interaction with the audience. Another sali-
ent shortcoming pertains to the platforms analyzed (Anter, 2024); a 
preponderance of studies have exclusively relied on Facebook (Haim et al., 2021; 
Lamot, 2022; Lischka, 2021), with some recent ones analyzing Instagram (Hase 
et al., 2023; Hendrickx, 2023; Sehl et al., 2022) and TikTok (Negreira-Rey et al., 
2022; Newman, 2022; Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022). These three platforms differ 
in terms of their affordances.

A holistic and valid approach is needed to conceptualize news softening as an 
adaptation to social media platforms. This paper is an important first step in this 
regard. Building on the dimensions of social media logic proposed by Hermida 
and Mellado (2020), the paper develops the concept of social news softening. 
This adds conceptual value to both softening and platformization research. Addi-
tionally, it suggests ways in which social softening can be specified in light of ex-
emplary affordances. While this is not a methodological paper, these considera-
tions are a good starting point for investigating social softening on different 
platforms amid dynamic platformization processes.

2. 	 Platformization of the news environment: Adapting news to social media 
logic

Recently, in a process called “platformization,” (social media) platforms have gai-
ned increasing influence over news media and news consumption. In this process, 
platforms (and their infrastructures, affordances, and communicative logics) are 
increasingly intruding into various spheres of our lives (Poell et al., 2019, pp. 
5–6). Thus, platform or social media logic, referring to “the strategies, mecha-
nisms, and economics underpinning these platforms’ dynamics” (van Dijck & 
Poell, 2013, p. 3), has a considerable impact on news media. News media are be-
coming increasingly dependent on (social media) platforms for both traffic and 
financial resources (Bell, 2021; Poell et al., 2023; Simon, 2022). This is primarily 
because (social media) platforms have become critical news sources (Newman et 
al., 2025; Vermeer et al., 2020; Wojcieszak et al., 2022). Accordingly, journalists 
distribute their content on these platforms to reach their audiences (Klein et al., 
2025; Steiner, 2020). In doing so, they adapt, at least slightly and potentially, to 
the logic of the respective platform in terms of topic selection and news presenta-
tion (Anter, 2024), even though this sometimes conflicts with their professional 
standards (Lewis & Molyneux, 2018; Peterson-Salahuddin & Diakopoulos, 
2020; Walters, 2022).

To understand the concrete impact of these adaptations on news content, it is 
necessary to consider what social media logic entails and which aspects are rele-
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vant to news production. While many papers refer to Van Dijck and Poell (2013) 
to describe the factors of social media logic, Hermida and Mellado (2020) focus 
more on its content- and style-related impact. The authors examine individual 
journalists’ use of Instagram and Twitter. Meanwhile, Hendrickx and Vázquez-
Herrero (2024) applied their framework to analyze how news media from diffe-
rent countries adhere to social media logic. Building on this, the present paper 
examines which dimensions of social media logic are associated with which con-
tent adjustments in terms of news softening (Figure 1).

3. 	 Dimensions of social media logic 

The first dimension refers to structure and design (Hermida & Mellado, 2020) 
and focuses on technological features and their effect on content creation. The 
distinction between a text- or visual-based focus is particularly important. While 
Facebook is (still) comparably text-heavy, both Instagram and TikTok have been 
purely visual platforms since their inception (Hase et al., 2023; Kaye et al., 2022; 
Leaver et al., 2020). This brings visual indicators to the fore. Furthermore, pre-
defined elements or formats – such as status messages, link previews (Facebook), 
text captions (TikTok), and Instagram stories – specify how content is structured. 
Another relevant aspect, particularly for TikTok (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022), is 
character or time limits (Hermida & Mellado, 2020). These limits might restrict 
the scope of the content and result in a more concise presentation of key facts 
(Hermida & Mellado, 2020) or a hurried language style.

The second dimension considers the aesthetics of the platform, that is, its ver-
bal or visual style or language (Hermida & Mellado, 2020). According to Tenen-
boim (2020), this is “a key dimension of media production logics for social net-
working sites” (p. 91) (see also Negreira-Rey et al., 2022). Apart from 
platform-specific visual features (filters, transitions, etc.), engaging and emotional 
language or visuals (Hågvar, 2019; Tenenboim, 2020, 2023) may be a central 
strategy for reaching audiences. Furthermore, subjectivity can be helpful because 
it allows users to express their opinions by sharing their viewpoints. This benefits 
their personal relationships and identity management (Eisenegger, 2021; Welbers 
& Opgenhaffen, 2019). On social media, subjective language is also expressed 
through irony (Meier-Vieracker, 2025) and through emoticons, while the latter 
bring the language closer to everyday/colloquial language (Hågvar, 2019; Váz-
quez-Herrero et al., 2019), making it both more “conversational” and more 
“playful” (Tenenboim, 2023, p. 1262).

Third, the dimension of genre conventions is evident in how norms, user ex-
pectations, and relevance are associated with the respective platform (Hermida & 
Mellado, 2020), which affects news selection. According to Tenenboim (2023), 
selecting news items that attract attention or increase engagement is a promising 
way to adapt to social media logic. News media can either choose softer or sensa-
tional news (Tenenboim, 2020, 2023) or emphasize those elements arousing inte-
rest and constituting “that nugget in a story” (Tenenboim, 2023, p. 1258). These 
considerations pertain to the concept of newsworthiness, or shareworthiness on 
social media (Trilling et al., 2017). Various studies have attempted to identify 
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those content or stylistic aspects that increase audience interaction. These studies 
have identified factors such as emotionality (Tenenboim, 2020; see also Salgado 
& Bobba, 2019) and human interest framing (García-Perdomo et al., 2018; Tril-
ling et al., 2017). The latter is defined as focusing on the people involved or put-
ting a “human face” on the news (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000, p. 95).1 Recent 
research also suggests an increased use of personalization (Klein et al., 2025; Stei-
ner, 2020), which can mean emphasizing individuals over parties or institutions 
(individualization) or referring to individuals (e.g., politicians) in their private 
rather than professional roles (privatization) (Van Aelst et al., 2012). Additio-
nally, social media tends to feature celebrities (Tenenboim, 2020; Vázquez-Herre-
ro et al., 2022). Focusing on conflicts (or controversy) and surprising (or unex-
pected) aspects seems to have become increasingly important on social media as 
well (García-Perdomo et al., 2018; Hendrickx, 2023; Lischka, 2021; Tenenboim, 
2020).

The fourth dimension of the framework for analyzing social media logic refers 
to rhetorical strategies. This includes the methods by which one addresses audien-
ces in specific situations, as well as the stylistic aspects of social media communi-
cation (Hermida & Mellado, 2020; see also Hendrickx & Vázquez-Herrero, 
2024), partially paralleling the dimension of aesthetics. Various rhetorical strate-
gies can help generate attention. Apart from using more playful and conversatio-
nal language as a suitable expression style (Tenenboim, 2023), one can attract 
attention by including clickbait phrasing, which involves sensationalizing content 
by creating a “curiosity gap” (Scott, 2021; see also Loewenstein, 1994) through 
forward referencing (Blom & Hansen, 2015), or attention-generating video 
editing (also cliffhangers: Anter, 2025). However, several studies (Klein et al., 
2025; Lischka & Garz, 2023) suggest that news media use clickbait phrasing only 
to a moderate extent, presumably also due to algorithmic modifications (Lischka 
& Garz, 2023). Furthermore, visual editing features are becoming increasingly 
important on social media platforms (Anter, 2025; Hendrickx & Vázquez-Herre-
ro, 2024; Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022). In this respect, storytelling, a narrative 
approach that makes content more immersive (Godulla & Wolf, 2018; Wahl-
Jorgensen & Schmidt, 2019), is an example of combining multimedia levels.

The last dimension, interaction and intentionality, refers to how news media 
interact with their audiences (Hermida & Mellado, 2020). News media may 
address individuals using the @ symbol or hashtags (Hermida & Mellado, 2020). 
They may also ask (content-related) questions or make requests (Hågvar, 2019; 
Haim et al., 2021), or, particularly on TikTok, call for challenges or duets (Kaye 
et al., 2022; Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2021). News media can also use a second-
person camera view to make the audience feel addressed directly (Cheng & Li, 
2024) or show people in their daily lives (Negreira-Rey et al., 2022).

The adaptations described above essentially serve to increase audience atten-
tion. Since news softening is also a strategy for attracting attention, it makes sense 

1	 It should be noted here that although the aforementioned authors include emotionality and perso-
nal feelings to a certain extent in their definition or measurement, this paper purposefully refrains 
from doing so due to the need for conceptual clarity.
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to examine the adaptations to social media logic from the perspective of softe-
ning.

4. Social news softening as a means to adapt to social media logic

The previous chapter addressed how concrete characteristics are derived from the 
dimensions of social media logic (Hermida & Mellado, 2020) regarding content 
and style adaptations. It has become apparent that different dimensions of social 
media logic differ in importance for certain journalistic adaptations and are 
linked to them to varying degrees. Therefore, depending on the platform, journa-
listic adaptations will vary. Platform-specific affordances particularly contribute 
to this differentiation. Before examining these differences in more detail, this 
chapter provides a basis for analyzing journalistic adaptations to social media 
logic from a softening perspective. That is, this chapter aims to derive the concept 
of social news softening from the dimensions of social media logic. To do so, the 
aforementioned journalistic adaptations are summarized into dimensions of soci-
al news softening (Figure 1). This allows for a conceptual comparison of softe-
ning from the perspectives of mass media logic and social media logic. To make 
this comparison, the paper uses the traditional news softening concept developed 
by Reinemann et al. (2012) based on mass media logic as a point of reference. On 
the one hand, this reveals whether there are similarities despite both concepts 
being derived from different media logics. On the other hand, it shows where 
there are differences, pointing to the conceptual added value of social news softe-
ning.

The first dimension relates to emotionality. Platformization processes are gea-
red toward spontaneous reactions (Eisenegger, 2021). Emotionality is thus funda-
mental to the architecture of social platforms (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2018). However, 
this turn to increased emotionality is not solely the result of platformization pro-
cesses. It has long been an aspect of commercial mass media logic and is therefore 
also a central component of the traditional news softening concept (Reinemann et 
al., 2012). On social media, emotionality comprises not only the selection of emo-
tional issues and the use of emotional language, including emotional words, emo-
tional sentence structure such as hurried language, and verbal descriptions of 
emotions, but also the visual presentation of emotions.

A similar picture emerges for subjectivity, which “seem[s] to be an integral part 
of communication on social media” (Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2019, p. 49). Pos-
ting or sharing subjective content allows self-presentation, activates social relati-
onships, and stimulates discourse, thus increasing its value as shareable content 
(for a summary, see Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2019). Like emotionality, subjectivi-
ty (i.e., journalists expressing their opinions) is a characteristic of the traditional 
news softening concept (Reinemann et al., 2012). On social media, subjectivity is 
expressed in additional ways, such as through emoticons (Hågvar, 2019; Haim et 
al., 2021) or by irony (Meier-Vieracker, 2025).

The third dimension, individualization framing, refers to one of the defining 
characteristics of social media: Social relationships and connectedness (van Dijck 
& Poell, 2013). News media could adapt to this by framing their news accordin-
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gly. Reinemann et al. (2012) included this dimension in terms of the extent to 
which the focus is on individual rather than societal consequences (see also hu-
man interest framing: Otto et al., 2017). For social media, it is necessary to add 
the aspect of personalization (mostly individualization), meaning that individuals 
(e.g., politicians) are in the spotlight of (political) news coverage (Adam & Maier, 
2010; Van Aelst et al., 2012). Focusing on both celebrities (Tenenboim, 2020; 
Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022) and everyday situations (Negreira-Rey et al., 2022) 
is also important in this respect.

The fourth dimension, sensational framing, involves selecting sensational issues 
or highlighting dramatic or thrilling aspects of content to capture people’s atten-
tion and induce excitement and curiosity (for an overview of sensationalism, see 
Brown et al., 2018). Clickbait phrasing – a rather extreme form of both sensatio-
nalistic headline writing and news softening (Bastos, 2016; Blom & Hansen, 
2015) – is one example. Highlighting surprising/unexpected aspects or focusing 
on conflicts or controversy are additional characteristics that have been investiga-
ted only occasionally in the context of news softening (e.g., Berg, 2018) but ap-
pear to be gaining importance on social media (Lischka, 2021). Moreover, sensa-
tionalism may increasingly take place in visual or auditory terms, such as video 
editing with transitions, stickers or sound tagging (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022), 
or in a combination of multimedia levels (e.g., storytelling: Gruber & Radü, 
2022).

The final dimension is audience orientation. This is a fundamental trend in 
journalism (Blassnig & Esser, 2022; Costera Meijer, 2020) that has become insti-
tutionalized through corresponding editorial roles integrated into the social me-
dia news production process (Ferrer-Conill & Tandoc, 2018). News media may 
use colloquial language (Newman, 2022; Tenenboim, 2023), participate in chal-
lenges or duets (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2021), ask (content-related) questions, or 
address individuals directly, for example, by making requests or using the second-
person camera view (Cheng & Li, 2024; Hågvar, 2019; Haim et al., 2021).

5. The impact of platform-specific affordances on social news softening

Although researchers often refer to a single social media logic, each platform has 
its own logic, constituted by its specific affordances (Gibbs et al., 2015, p. 257; 
see also Hase et al., 2023). Ronzhyn et al. (2023) define social media affordances 
as “perceived […] properties of social media […] that enable and constrain speci-
fic uses of the platforms” (p. 3178), thereby creating a platform-specific environ-
ment (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). This environment also impacts the conceptua-
lization of social news softening. While the (cross-platform compatible) 
dimensions of social news softening can be derived from social media logic, af-
fordances influence how these dimensions unfold on different platforms. In other 
words, affordances influence the importance of certain dimensions on distinct 
platforms, as well as the characteristics by which these dimensions appear. Thus, 
considering affordances can help researchers understand, conceptualize, and mea-
sure differences among platforms (see Figure 1). To illustrate, the paper discusses 
content personalization (Dvir-Gvirsman et al., 2024; Kaye et al., 2022) as an ex-
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emplary affordance and its potential impact on several social news softening di-
mensions and indicators (Table 1). For this purpose, it contrasts the important 
news sources (Newman et al., 2025), Facebook and TikTok in particular.

Table 1. Influence of content personalization on dimensions of social news 
softening

Dimension of 
social news 
softening

Conceptual differences due to degree 
of content personalization

Possible indicators
Low degree  

(e.g., Facebook)
High degree  

(e.g., TikTok)

Emotionality High importance for both low and 
high degrees

Verbal description and emotional 
language, visual presentation of 
emotions, different types of emo-
tions (e.g., joy, anger) 

Subjectivity High importance 
of subjective ex-
pressions

More creative 
perspective on 
subjectivity (e.g., 
irony)

Subjective language (explicit), 
ironic expressions (e.g., through 
contradictions between different 
levels of analysis), emoticons

Individualiza-
tion framing

Importance on all platforms due to 
key factor connectedness 

Human interest framing, personal-
ization, everyday/daily life videos 
(“behind the scenes”)Creation of indi-

vidual content 

Sensational 
framing

Importance of as-
pects that drive 
interactions

Importance of as-
pects that gener-
ate attention and 
suspense

Focus on surprises, conflicts, stylis-
tic aspects that increase suspense: 
verbal (e.g., clickbait phrasing) 
and audiovisual (e.g., video editing 
techniques, cliffhangers) level

Audience  
orientation

Direct addressing 
of the audience

Stylistic aspects 
that give users 
the feeling of be-
ing addressed di-
rectly

  Requests, (content-related) ques-
tions, second-person camera view, 
colloquial/playful language

Although all social media platforms use algorithms to personalize content to en-
gage users for as long as possible, the degree and way of personalization vary. On 
platforms such as Facebook, network association significantly influences news-
feed curation (Thorson & Wells, 2016). The content displayed in the newsfeed is 
largely based on what friends in one’s network share, like, or comment on. In 
contrast, the interpersonal network is less important for TikTok’s ForYou algo-
rithm (Zulli & Zulli, 2022). It is primarily aimed at adapting the displayed con-
tent as precisely as possible to each user’s interests and facets of identity (Lee et 
al., 2022; Schellewald, 2023; Zulli & Zulli, 2022). Thus, the degree of algorith-
mic curation and personalization is higher on TikTok than on other platforms 
(Anter, 2025; Schellewald, 2023). From this, it can be concluded that TikTok 
users are less connected to a fixed community. They probably use the platform 
less to maintain existing social ties and more to be entertained and to satisfy esca-
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pist motives (Schellewald, 2023). Therefore, at least in terms of TikTok, a high 
level of personalization may be associated with successful entertaining content – 
and possibly with successful (social) softening content. Althogether, the degree of 
personalization may affect the overall level of softening and which softening di-
mensions are salient on which platforms, as well as which indicators they are 
based on. The following paragraphs will therefore outline the potential influence 
of the degree of personalization on each dimension. It will also suggest which in-
dicators could be suitable for measurement. It should be noted that, while these 
theoretical considerations are partially supported by initial empirical results, 
further research is needed to determine which softening strategies are specific to 
certain platforms.

The first dimension to be discussed is emotionality. Since greater personalizati-
on involves a stronger focus on entertaining content, it likely involves a stronger 
focus on emotional content. Wirz et al. (2023) provided a corresponding indica-
tion, showing that various Swiss news media have a higher proportion of emotio-
nal content on TikTok than on their websites or Instagram. But emotionalization 
also appears to be important for less personalized platforms, such as Facebook 
(Wahl-Jorgensen, 2018). On these platforms, emotional content can increase soci-
al interactions such as shares and likes (Tenenboim, 2020). Thus, it can be assu-
med that emotionality is a very important strategy, regardless of the degree of 
personalization (Hågvar, 2019; Lischka, 2021; Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022). Ne-
vertheless, studies suggest different types of emotions are of varying importance 
for certain platforms. For instance, negative emotions tend to be more significant 
on Facebook (De León & Trilling, 2021; Tenenboim, 2020; but see Trilling et al., 
2017). While the overall picture remains unclear, these studies highlight the im-
portance of incorporating different emotions into the operationalization. In addi-
tion, according to platform-specific characteristics, emotions should be measured 
verbally and visually.

A greater difference can be expected for the subjectivity dimension. On plat-
forms based on individual networks, such as Facebook, subjectivity plays an im-
portant role in strengthening and activating existing relationships (Eisenegger, 
2021; Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2019). Studies show that subjectivity is a key 
factor on Facebook (Hågvar, 2019; Lischka, 2021). Since the described type of 
relationship management is less relevant on TikTok (see above), strong opinions 
in this regard are probably less effective on this platform. Without the benefit of 
social recommendations on TikTok, attracting attention is more important for 
each post. The high level of personalization on TikTok enables this by fostering 
ad hoc communities centered around issues, trending aesthetics, or sounds (Zulli 
& Zulli, 2022). This phenomenon encourages creative engagement with people 
who share one’s individual interests (Zulli & Zulli, 2022). One way to do so is by 
using irony (Meier-Vieracker, 2025), which is an implicit form of sharing one’s 
own opinion. Thus, different degrees of personalization may lead to different 
forms of subjectivity. Measuring the dimension must encompass both explicit and 
implicit expressions of opinion, such as irony, and should also include emoticons. 
However, the valid measurement of irony is particularly challenging. On plat-
forms such as TikTok, this is further complicated by the need to consider various 
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levels (e.g., text, image, and sound) to detect irony, often expressed through cont-
radictions between these levels (Meier-Vieracker, 2025).

Third, the degree of personalization may affect the dimension of individualizati-
on framing. On highly personalized platforms like TikTok, shared interests within 
ad hoc communities can motivate users to create videos fitting a particular topic or 
style. This allows them to become an important part of the community, increasing 
their reach (see Zulli & Zulli, 2022). This phenomenon could explain the high 
number of everyday videos on TikTok (Negreira-Rey et al., 2022; Vázquez-Herrero 
et al., 2022). Newsrooms can adopt this strategy by creating “behind the scenes” 
videos (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022; Newman, 2022). Any operationalization of 
the individualization framing dimension should consider these new indicators. 
However, connectivity is key to all social media platforms (Van Dijck & Poell, 
2013). Assumably, individualization framing is important for content on all these 
platforms. According to recent studies, traditional indicators, such as human inte-
rest framing and personalized coverage – framing individuals in their private roles 
or focusing on individuals visually – are still used for Facebook (Klein et al., 2025; 
Lamot, 2022; Steiner, 2020; Trilling et al., 2017) but are also used as a strategy to 
increase viewer engagement of videos (Anter, 2025), like on TikTok.

Differences about the indicators can also be assumed for the dimension of sensa-
tional framing. On platforms such as Facebook, where relevance is particularly 
based on what friends like, share, and comment on, aspects that generate these in-
teractions are important. These include focus on conflicts, surprises, and clickbait 
phrasing (Lischka & Garz, 2023; Tenenboim, 2020; Trilling et al., 2017). On Tik-
Tok, viewing rates are important. Since videos start automatically, the first few se-
conds serve to appeal to users and arouse their interest (Anter, 2025). Funny and 
surprising content, as well as video editing techniques and cliffhangers increasing 
suspense can be helpful here (Anter, 2025; Newman, 2022; Vázquez-Herrero et al., 
2022). Measuring this dimension should consider framing (e.g., a focus on conflicts 
and surprises) and stylistic aspects. The latter should be measured at both verbal 
(e.g., clickbait) and audiovisual (e.g., video editing effects, cliffhangers) levels.

The degree of personalization presumably affects how the audience is 
addressed. Successful or frequently used strategies on Facebook appear to include 
requests or asking (content-related) questions (Hågvar, 2019; Haim et al., 2021). 
These aspects potentially lead to a higher interaction rate within one’s individual 
network (e.g., shares, likes, comments), which may increase the reach of the Face-
book post. On highly personalized platforms such as TikTok, it is important that 
each individual feels addressed, regardless of other people’s interactions. Tech-
niques enhancing this feeling include certain camera angles, such as the second-
person camera view (Cheng & Li, 2024), which has been used frequently in con-
junction with young female protagonists by several news outlets, according to a 
recent study (Hendrickx, 2025). Fun and playful language (Newman, 2022; Váz-
quez-Herrero et al., 2022) is also helpful for directly addressing users. Since 
addressing the audience is a social media-specific dimension of softening, all of 
the aforementioned aspects should be examined closely.

Besides personalization, other affordances influence the production of journa-
listic content, like interactivity, hypertextuality, and visuality (Anter, 2025). Inter-
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activity can reinforce attention-oriented editing (Anter, 2025), which may also 
increase (social) news softening. However, the type of interactivity is important. 
On TikTok, the focus is on creative interactions such as duets or lip-sync videos 
(Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022; Zulli & Zulli, 2022) rather than interactions like 
comments or likes, as seen on Facebook.

Hypertextuality refers to the ability to link to content outside the platform, 
one’s own (news) website (Hase et al., 2023), and can impact the journalistic pre-
sentation of the posts (see Anter, 2025). On platforms with high hypertextuality, 
such as Facebook, readers should be enticed to visit the news outlet’s website, 
which is why posts often may not contain the complete story (Anter, 2025). This 
makes using clickbait more likely, for example. On platforms with low hypertextu-
ality, such as TikTok, posts are often produced as native content for the platform 
(Anter, 2025). In this case, it can be assumed that journalists are more oriented 
toward platform-specific affordances and social media logic. If we consider the 
platform evolution from Facebook to Instagram to TikTok as representing a shift 
from high to low hypertextuality (see also Hase et al., 2023), it is crucial for forth-
coming studies to incorporate these social media-specific softening dimensions 
(e.g., audience orientation) and indicators (e.g., emoticons) (Klein et al., 2025). 

Platforms differ greatly in terms of visuality. The importance of visual affordan-
ces is reflected in the differences in structure and design (see Chapter 3), regarding 
the overall degree of visuality (Hase et al., 2023; Kaye et al., 2022; Leaver et al., 
2020; lower on Facebook, higher on Instagram and TikTok), as well as how it is 
presented. For instance, TikTok’s emphasis on short videos and its focus on music 
(Kaye et al., 2022) contribute to the increased use of visual effects and creative 
multimedia elements such as sound tagging and lip-syncing (Kaye et al., 2022; 
Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2022). The measurement of social softening should parti-
cularly include visual indicators. This would represent a significant advancement 
in softening research, which still relies heavily on text-based measurement.

Although there is still a lack of empirical evidence (Anter, 2024), exemplary 
insights into affordances have shown that they all contribute to platform-specific 
differences in social news softening. While this paper is not a finalized codebook, 
it strengthens conceptual clarity and provides guidance for future research on 
measuring social news softening.

6. Discussion and outlook

This paper aimed to adapt softening research to social media logic, which has 
become increasingly important in recent years. Developing the social news softe-
ning concept by deriving it from the dimensions of social media logic (Hermida 
& Mellado, 2020) provides a valuable basis for validly measuring softening in 
news posts on social media. This paper compares social news softening with the 
traditional news softening concept (Reinemann et al., 2012), the latter of which is 
based on (commercial) mass media logic. This comparison reveals that traditional 
and social media-specific softening are not entirely distinct, just as platform and 
mass media logics are not entirely disctinct. Both logics partially align with eco-
nomic principles (see “commercial aspects” within “news-media logic”: Esser, 
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2013) and share the goal of attracting audience attention (Keyling, 2017). Accor-
dingly, the social news softening concept does not contrast with the traditional 
concept, but rather extends it in two ways: First, it adds new dimensions and as-
pects that are either social media-specific (e.g., audience orientation) or have be-
come more prevalent on social media (e.g., surprise or clickbait phrasing). Se-
cond, it interprets traditional dimensions more broadly (e.g., including emoticons 
in the dimension of subjectivity) to adapt them to social media logic.

The concept presented here is intended to be inclusive and open to platform-
specific affordances. This is important given the highly dynamic development of 
platforms. For one, new platforms are constantly introduced. For another, plat-
forms undergo ongoing development, such as adopting each other’s successful 
formats (e.g., the introduction of “Instagram Reels” in response to TikTok’s short 
videos). In this environment, new platform-specific logics and affordances cons-
tantly emerge. This paper’s exemplary look at affordances helps explain platform-
specific differences and aids in terms of concrete operationalization in future stu-
dies. In particular, the paper addresses the impact of the degree of personalization. 
With a high degree of personalization, as on TikTok, it is important that users feel 
their interests are addressed. This can be achieved through increased emotionali-
zation, sensational topics, or certain forms of audience orientation, such as the 
second-person camera view. On platforms with a low level of personalization, 
such as Facebook, individual networks assume a pivotal role in content curation. 
Therefore, factors that encourage interaction and strengthen relationships within 
the network are important. These factors include strong expressions of opinion 
and a focus on surprises or conflicts.

In addition to personalization, other affordances can influence the concept of 
social softening. For example, visuality is becoming increasingly central to social 
media platforms (Russmann & Svensson, 2017) and apparent in the indicators of 
social news softening. The latter also applies to the degree of hypertextuality and 
modes of interaction. The chosen examples illustrate the need to adapt measure-
ment to each platform’s specific characteristics. Nevertheless, analyses comparing 
platforms are also necessary. These studies should ensure that the different plat-
form logics and indicators are considered or find equivalent indicators for all 
platforms based on the dimensions of social softening.

While platform-specific affordances contribute to the differentiation of the so-
cial softening concept, conceptual advancement is also evident in its dimensions. 
Future research should direct particular attention to the dimension of audience 
orientation. This is a novel dimension of social softening and a rather new direc-
tion in journalism research (Blassnig & Esser, 2022; Costera Meijer, 2020). Ob-
servations and interviews in newsrooms have shown that orientation toward au-
dience metrics and interaction with the audience depend heavily on the strategic 
aims of news organizations and the role perception of journalists (Belair-Gagnon 
et al., 2020; see also Dvir-Gvirsman & Tsuriel, 2022). Particularly on TikTok, 
both factors currently seem to be in transition (Newman, 2022). Thus, social me-
dia could significantly modify journalistic routines. Through this lens, the novel 
concept of social news softening facilitates examination of news softening in an 
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altered media environment and creates a link between softening research and 
journalism studies that address the impact of platformization processes.

Furthermore, the concept of social news softening offers a new perspective on 
platformization research by incorporating the notion of (normative) media per-
formance (see also Schneiders & Stark, 2025). This branch of research has rarely 
served as a theoretical foundation for platformization studies to date (Anter, 
2024) and is often considered an antipole to softening. Media performance gene-
rally indicates the extent to which media fulfill their democratic function through 
their coverage. This coverage then forms the basis for the formation of public 
opinion (for a summary, see Weiß et al., 2016). Analyzing social softening in the 
context of media performance research can help evaluate whether and to what 
extent (social) softening is functional or dysfunctional to society. This question is 
not easy to answer. On the one hand, softening could introduce non-interested 
people to the news (Jandura & Friedrich, 2014; Örnebring & Jönsson, 2004). On 
the other hand, comprehensive opinion formation requires users to be adequately 
informed. The extent to which this objective can be achieved with softened news 
posts is unclear. Overall, the evaluation of any adaptation in terms of news softe-
ning remains ambivalent and must be further investigated by studying its effects 
and linking (social) softening with other media performance characteristics (e.g., 
framing, diversity) within content analyses (see Wirz & Zai, 2024). To do so, ad-
apting the concept of softening to platform logic is a necessary first step.

However, the question of whether softening is beneficial or detrimental for so-
ciety is particularly relevant in cases of high degree of softening. The extent of 
news softening depends largely on how much news media adapt to the logic of 
the social platform. In other words, it relates to their dependency on platforms or 
how much they “reclaim[...] control” (Walters, 2022; see also Rashidian et al., 
2020), such as by focusing on paying audiences. Many studies have shown that 
most media outlets strive to balance adapting to social media logic with their 
professional criteria (Anter, 2024). Future studies must examine the persistence of 
this pattern. However, analyzing news media outlets exclusively will not suffice 
because platformization has altered not only journalistic standards but also dri-
ven the deinstitutionalization of journalism (Eisenegger, 2021). Influencers and 
public figures are now important news sources, particularly on TikTok and for 
young people (Newman et al., 2025; Wunderlich et al., 2022). Some news outlets 
now take a “creator-first approach” (Newman, 2022) or collaborate with influen-
cers, as exemplified by funk, a joint project of the German public service media 
ARD and ZDF (Duckwitz, 2019). Thus, while this paper and current research 
focus on institutionalized news media, future content analyses should include 
high-reach influencers and public figures as functional equivalents. This approach 
will elucidate the extent of softening and the quality of news content to which 
users are exposed. Accordingly, the social news softening concept also facilitates 
understanding of how platformization processes affect news quality and, conse-
quently, public opinion formation.
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Politiker*innen als opportune Zeug*innen? Die Berichterstattung 
über öffentlich-rechtliche Medien in deutschen (Print-)Medien 
nach dem rbb-Skandal

Politicians as opportune witnesses? How German (print) media 
reported on public service media after the rbb scandal

Johanna Wolleschensky, Maike Körner, Annika Sehl, Henning Eichler, Korbinian 
Klinghardt, Jonas Schützeneder & Michael Graßl

Zusammenfassung: Die Debatte um öffentlich-rechtliche Medien (ÖRM) in Deutschland ist 
nicht nur von strukturellen und politischen Herausforderungen geprägt, sondern wird auch 
entlang ideologischer Linien geführt. Empirische Befunde deuten darauf hin, dass Einstel-
lungen zu ÖRM in der Bevölkerung entlang politischer Links-Rechts-Einstellungen vari-
ieren. Inwiefern sich solche Unterschiede auch in der Medienberichterstattung über ÖRM 
widerspiegeln, ist bislang jedoch kaum untersucht worden. Diese Studie setzt an dieser 
Forschungslücke an und analysiert am Beispiel des rbb-Skandals 2022 und anhand des the-
oretischen Konzepts der opportunen Zeugen, wie sieben deutsche (Print-)Medien mit unter-
schiedlicher politischer Ausrichtung über Strukturreformen von ÖRM berichten. Dabei 
wird untersucht, inwiefern in der Berichterstattung Politiker*innen als opportune 
Zeug*innen eingesetzt werden und inwiefern systematische Bevorzugungen oder Nicht-
Nennungen bestimmter politischer Parteien, Kritikpunkte oder Reformforderungen erkenn-
bar sind. Die Ergebnisse zeigen – im Einklang mit bisherigen Studien zu opportunen 
Zeug*innen –, dass vor allem konservative Medien zwar teilweise politische Akteur*innen, 
insbesondere aus der CDU/CSU, bevorzugen, eine systematische Bevorzugung oder Nicht-
Nennung spezifischer Kritikpunkte und Reformforderungen sich jedoch nicht nachweisen 
lässt. Die Ergebnisse werden auf Basis der Überlegungen zum Konzept der opportunen Zeu-
gen diskutiert, eingeordnet und als Heuristik in der Auswahl von Argumentträger*innen 
beschrieben.

Schlagwörter: Öffentlich-rechtliche Medien, opportune Zeugen, Skandal, Reformforderun-
gen, Inhaltsanalyse

Abstract: The debate about public service media (PSM) in Germany is shaped not only by 
structural and political challenges but is increasingly conducted along ideological lines. 
Empirical findings suggest that attitudes toward the role of PSM among the population 
vary along a left-right dimension. However, it has hardly been studied to what extent these 
differences are reflected in media coverage of PSM. This study addresses this research gap 
and analyzes, using the example of the 2022 rbb scandal and the theoretical framework of 
opportune witnesses, how seven German (print) media outlets with different political ori-
entations report on structural reforms of PSM. The study specifically investigates to what 
extent politicians are used as opportune witnesses in the coverage, and whether systematic 
preferences or exclusions of certain political parties, criticisms, or reform proposals are 

Kopfzeile 1: Full Paper 
Kopfzeile 2: Wolleschensky et al. | Politiker*innen als opportune Zeug*innen?

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


70 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

observable. The findings – consistent with previous research on opportune witnesses – in-
dicate that conservative media tend to favor certain political actors, particularly from the 
CDU/CSU. However, no systematic preference or rejection of specific criticisms or reform 
demands can be identified. The results are discussed based on the concept of opportune 
witnesses and described as a heuristic for understanding the selection of argument carriers.

Keywords: Public service media, opportune witnesses, scandal, reform demands, content 
analysis

1. 	 Einleitung

Öffentlich-rechtliche Medien (ÖRM) in ganz Europa stehen vor großen struktu-
rellen und (medien-)politischen Herausforderungen. In Deutschland hat sich die 
Debatte um ÖRM 2022 (erneut) intensiviert, nachdem Vorwürfe der Vetternwirt-
schaft und Mittelverschwendung beim Rundfunk Berlin-Brandenburg (rbb), einer 
von neun öffentlich-rechtlichen Landesrundfunkanstalten der Arbeitsgemein-
schaft der öffentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten der Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land (ARD), bekannt wurden (Scheufele et al., 2023). Die sich anschließenden 
Diskussionen über Reformen in verschiedensten Bereichen wie Gebühren, Perso-
nalstruktur oder Kontrolle haben nicht nur in Politik und Gesellschaft für Aufse-
hen gesorgt, sondern wurden auch in den Medien ausführlich behandelt.

Medien sind jedoch bei medienpolitischen Themen, weil sie (z. B. als Wettbe-
werber) häufig unmittelbar betroffen sind, nicht nur Vermittler, sondern auch 
selbst Akteure (Beck, 2001; Löblich, 2011, S. 424; Pfetsch & Adam, 2008, S. 10–
11). Sie können ihre Position nutzen, „[to] change the beliefs and policy preferen-
ces of mass and/or elite audiences, which would presumably affect subsequent 
policy decision“ (Page, 1996, S. 20).

In der Debatte um ÖRM gilt dies insbesondere für kommerzielle Medien. Diese 
können eigene Interessen verfolgen (Maier & Dogruel, 2016, S. 147) und gehen 
zum Teil unter Bezugnahme auf das Crowding-Out-Argument davon aus, dass 
ÖRM sie vom Markt drängen (Sehl et al., 2020). Dementsprechend können sie 
durch bestimmte Selektionsentscheidungen (Second-Level-)Agenda-Setting betrei-
ben (Pfetsch & Adam, 2008, S. 11) und beispielsweise instrumentell bestimmte 
Themen in die Debatte um ÖRM einbringen (Kepplinger, 2011, S. 153–155) oder 
im Einklang mit der Blattlinie bestimmte Personen (Hagen, 1992) zitieren. In der 
Debatte um ÖRM und Reformforderungen muss diese Art der Berichterstattung 
allerdings nicht zwangsläufig aus einer direkten (ökonomischen) Betroffenheit re-
sultieren, sondern vor allem auch daraus, dass der „big ideological divide regar-
ding how to approach PSM in a digitized environment boils down to the core of 
the traditional left-right ideological cleavage“ (Campos Rueda, 2023, S. 3847). 
Während sich bei den Einstellungen der Bevölkerung in Bezug auf ÖRM Links-
Rechts-Unterschiede zeigen (z. B. Campos Rueda, 2023; Schulz et al., 2019), ist 
bislang kaum erforscht, inwiefern sich eine Links-Rechts-Unterscheidung und 
eine systematische Bevorzugung entsprechender Akteur*innen auch in der Be-
richterstattung von Medien mit unterschiedlicher politischer Ausrichtung wider-
spiegeln.
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Entsprechend steht in dieser Studie die Frage im Fokus, wie deutsche (Print-)
Medien mit unterschiedlicher politischer Ausrichtung über ÖRM berichten und 
welche Akteur*innen sie dabei zu Wort kommen lassen. Aufbauend auf dem Kon-
zept der opportunen Zeugen1 (Hagen, 1992) und anhand des rbb-Skandals wird 
insbesondere analysiert, welche Sprecher*innen politischer Parteien in welchen 
Medienhäusern in Erscheinung treten und welche Kritikpunkte und Reformvor-
schläge sie äußern. Dafür wurden in einer quantitativen Inhaltsanalyse 543 Bei-
träge aus deutschen (Print-)Medien unterschiedlicher politischer Ausrichtung 
(Bild, Welt, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Spiegel, die 
tageszeitung und Business Insider) vom 23. Juni 2022 bis zum 31. Januar 2023 
analysiert.

Der Beitrag knüpft zunächst an den inhaltsanalytischen Forschungsstand zur 
Berichterstattung über ÖRM an. Daraufhin zeichnet der Beitrag das Konzept der 
opportunen Zeugen (Hagen, 1992) nach und unterscheidet im Vergleich zu ande-
ren Arbeiten zwischen Konstruktionsprinzip 1 (Argumentebene) und Konstrukti-
onsprinzip 2 (Akteursebene) und argumentiert, dass Politiker*innen sowohl theo-
retisch als auch methodisch als opportune Zeug*innen in den Mittelpunkt gestellt 
werden können. Daran anschließend skizziert der Beitrag den rbb-Skandal und 
argumentiert, dass dieser als Katalysator sowohl die Berichterstattung über ÖRM 
als auch die Debatte um Reformforderungen der ÖRM intensiviert hat und des-
wegen als geeigneter Untersuchungsgegenstand betrachtet werden kann. In Anleh-
nung daran werden die Forschungslücke herausgearbeitet und die Forschungsfra-
gen abgeleitet. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass zumindest teilweise politische 
Akteur*innen als opportune Zeug*innen für die Berichterstattung zu Rate gezo-
gen werden (Konstruktionsprinzip 2). Dabei kann jedoch – im Einklang mit bis-
heriger Forschung zu opportunen Zeug*innen – keine systematische Bevorzugung 
oder Nicht-Nennung bestimmter Kritikpunkte oder Reformforderungen identifi-
ziert werden (Konstruktionsprinzip 1).

2. 	 Öffentlich-rechtliche Medien in der Berichterstattung

Wie kommerzielle Medien über ÖRM berichten, wurde bislang nur in einer über-
schaubaren Anzahl an – oft qualitativen – Studien untersucht. Scheufele et al. 
(2023, S. 65) beispielsweise arbeiten mittels qualitativer Inhaltsanalyse heraus, 
welche Ursachen Medien den Krisen von ÖRM zuschreiben und welche Kritik-
punkte sie hervorheben: Kontrollversagen, Beitragsverschwendung, eine vermeint-
liche politische Agenda, einen Mangel im Informationsauftrag, veraltete Struktu-
ren und zu große Staatsnähe. Neben diesen Kritikpunkten besteht der Beitrag von 
Scheufele et al. (2023) vor allem darin, verschiedene Krisendeutungen in der Be-
richterstattung über ÖRM festzustellen:

Diese gefundenen Deutungen umfassen: (1) eine Verschwendungskrise, d. h. 
ÖRM wird vorgeworfen, sie gingen verschwenderisch mit ihren Ressourcen um, 

1	 Wenn vom Konzept der Opportunen Zeugen die Rede ist, wird der Begriff nicht gegendert. 
Bezieht sich die Bezeichnung jedoch auf konkrete Personen, wird die gendergerechte Form Op-
portune Zeug*innen verwendet.
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was zum einen auf das Führungspersonal, zum anderen aber auch allgemeiner auf 
hohe Pensionszahlungen, Doppelstrukturen etc. bezogen wird (Scheufele et al., 
2023, S. 66–70), wodurch sich diese Krisendeutung vor allem auf die Dimensio-
nen Personal, Finanzierung und Kontrolle bezieht; (2) eine Legitimationskrise, die 
sich zum einen auf Botschaften und zum anderen auf das Programm bezieht. 
ÖRM wird hier vorgeworfen, eine links-grüne politische Position zu bevorzugen. 
Zusätzlich wird kritisiert, dass es Defizite beim Informationsauftrag gebe (Scheu-
fele et al., 2023, S. 70–75). Diese Krisendeutung bezieht sich damit vor allem auf 
den Inhalt. (3) Die Deutung der Reformkrise schließlich nimmt den Erneuerungs-
bedarf in den Blick. Die Krise bezieht sich hier auf überkommene und/oder ineffi-
ziente Strukturen innerhalb der ÖRM sowie zu enge Beziehungen zum Staat be-
ziehungsweise die fehlende Staatsferne (Scheufele et al., 2023, S. 75–78). Damit 
bezieht sich diese Krisendeutung vor allem auf die Strukturen.

Neben dieser Studie basiert der Forschungsstand zum Bild und der Berichter-
stattung über ÖRM auf einer kleineren Anzahl weiterer Studien, die sich zudem 
häufig auf konkrete medienpolitische Debatten beziehen, von denen die kommer-
ziellen Medien auch häufig direkt ökonomisch betroffen sind (z. B. Online-Aktivi-
täten, Löblich, 2011), und ist damit lückenhaft. Dennoch zeigen sich Tendenzen:

Eine kanadische Studie von Uzelman et al. (2005) kommt zu dem Schluss, dass 
über ÖRM deutlich mehr berichtet wird als über kommerzielle Medien. Konkret 
zeigen die Ergebnisse ihrer quantitativen Inhaltsanalyse von 79 Artikeln in drei 
reichweitenstarken und politisch unterschiedlich ausgerichteten Tageszeitungen 
(The Globe & Mail, National Post, and Toronto Star) zwischen 30. Juni 1999 
und 30. Juni 2000, dass die öffentlich-rechtliche Anstalt Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation (CBC) wesentlich häufiger als Gegenstand politischer Debatten ge-
nannt wurde als privatwirtschaftliche Rundfunkunternehmen (Uzelman et al., 
2005, S. 160). Auch die Untersuchungen des Forschungszentrums Öffentlichkeit 
und Gesellschaft (fög) (2015; 2018) zur Berichterstattung über Abstimmungsvor-
lagen in der Schweiz belegen, dass medial ein hohes Interesse an Debatten über 
ÖRM besteht. Wesentliches Ergebnis weiterer Studien ist, dass negative (Krisen-)
Frames die Berichterstattung über ÖRM prägen. So untersucht die Studie von 
Löblich (2011) die Vielfalt an Themen-Frames in der Presseberichterstattung zum 
12. Rundfunkänderungsstaatsvertrag. Basierend auf einer qualitativen Inhaltsana-
lyse von 82 Artikeln zeigt sie, dass die Berichterstattung durch eine tendenziell 
negative Sicht auf das öffentlich-rechtliche Online-Engagement geprägt war. Die 
Autorin folgert aus ihrer Forschung, dass „die Printmedien die öffentliche Mei-
nungsbildung in verschiedener Hinsicht ein[engten]. Das Online-Engagement der 
öffentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten wurde einseitig als Bedrohung der Me-
dienunternehmen dargestellt. Inwieweit ihre Onlineangebote Nutzen und Vorteile 
für die Gebührenzahler mit sich bringen, blendete die Berichterstattung weitge-
hend aus“ (Löblich, 2011, S. 435). Schließlich zeigen sich auch Anzeichen von 
medienpolitischen Eigeninteressen in der Berichterstattung der Printmedien. Die 
Studie von Löblich (2011) unterstreicht, dass die politische Ausrichtung der un-
tersuchten Medien weniger wesentlich für die Berichterstattung war als die wirt-
schaftlichen Eigeninteressen. Auch als linksliberal angesehene Tageszeitungen wie 
die Süddeutsche Zeitung und die Frankfurter Rundschau berichteten gegen unbe-
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grenzte öffentlich-rechtliche Internetangebote, die ihren eigenen Interessen entge-
genlaufen (Löblich, 2011, S. 436). Die Berichterstattung der Frankfurter Allge-
meinen Zeitung und des Spiegel diesbezüglich wertet sie sogar als „Kampagne 
gegen (unbegrenzte) öffentlich-rechtliche Internetangebote“ (Löblich, 2011, 
S. 436).

Maier und Dogruel (2016) bestätigen in ihrer Analyse von Sprecher-Adressat-
Sequenzen (Claims) diese Tendenz und zeigen, dass die Berichterstattung in Teilen 
und für bestimmte Medien sowohl von der redaktionellen Linie (Welt, taz) als 
auch von den ökonomischen Eigeninteressen (Welt) abhängt. Ihre Ergebnisse zei-
gen darüber hinaus, dass in der Berichterstattung über die Online-Aktivitäten von 
ÖRM häufig die Perspektive der kommerziellen Medienanbieter vermittelt wird, 
beispielsweise mit Blick auf den Wettbewerb oder Marktanteile. Vor allem taz 
und Welt ließen „nur wenig[e] Akteursgruppen mit starken Eigeninteressen [zu 
Wort kommen, Anm. d. A.], was die Annahme stützt, dass opportune Akteure (die 
die Redaktions- und Verlagsposition unterstützen) als Debattensprecher eher Be-
achtung finden als andere” (S. 159). Die Ergebnisse unterstreichen ferner, dass die 
Diskussion über die Online-Aktivitäten der ÖRM vor allem von ihnen selbst und 
kommerziellen Medienanbietern geführt wird, während Expert*innen, politische 
Akteur*innen, Vertreter*innen unabhängiger Gremien und Akteur*innen der Zi-
vilgesellschaft eine vergleichsweise geringe Rolle spielen (Maier & Dogruel, 2016, 
S.  158–159). Eine interessengeleitete Berichterstattung hatte bereits eine frühe 
quantitative Inhaltsanalyse von Weiß (1985) zur Tendenz der Berichterstattung 
und Kommentierung der damaligen Rundfunkneuordnung gezeigt.

Zusammenfassend lässt sich festhalten, dass in der Presse tendenziell und vor 
allem in Meinungsbeiträgen kritisch über ÖRM berichtet wird und dies vor allem 
mit den eigenen medienpolitischen Interessen der privatwirtschaftlichen Presse er-
klärt wird (z. B. Löblich, 2011; Maier & Dogruel, 2016). Grundlegend unter-
schätzt und auch nur unzureichend empirisch betrachtet (und z. B. nur als Mode-
rator konzeptualisiert, siehe Maier & Dogruel, 2016) wurde dabei allerdings die 
politische Ausrichtung von Medienorganisationen. Denn wie oben argumentiert 
(siehe Campos Rueda, 2023, S. 3847), verlaufen Einstellungen gegenüber ÖRM 
entlang einer politischen Links-Rechts-Dimension, was sich auch in Publikumsbe-
fragungen widerspiegelt (z. B. Schulz et al., 2019; Urbániková et al., 2025). Es 
erscheint daher plausibel, dass sich die Berichterstattung kommerzieller Medien 
über ÖRM, insbesondere dann, wenn sie ökonomisch nur indirekt betroffen sind, 
vor allem im Einklang mit der politischen Ausrichtung und damit anhand einer 
Links-Rechts-Dimension unterscheidet – auch um den vermeintlichen oder tat-
sächlichen Einstellungen ihres Publikums zu entsprechen (Hagen, 1992, S. 457; 
Jarren, 1998, S. 624).

3.	  Interessengeleitete Berichterstattung durch opportune Zeug*innen

Eine politisch beeinflusste Berichterstattung kann sich dabei nicht nur explizit 
durch Meinungsbeiträge manifestieren, sondern auch durch andere Darstellungs-
formen, die sich durch eine stärkere Trennung von Meinung und Nachricht aus-
zeichnen. Hier können die Bewertungen impliziter durch die Auswahl bestimmter 
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Themen oder Argumente erfolgen (Löblich, 2011, S. 425), wodurch die entspre-
chenden Beiträge „oberflächlich neutral [wirken, Anm. d. A.], im Detail aber mit 
‚versteckten’ Argumenten arbeiten” (Kemner et al., 2008, S. 72).

Das Phänomen, das im Rahmen dieser tendenziell verdeckten, interessengelei-
teten Berichterstattung relevant wird, ist das Konzept der opportunen Zeugen, 
das der News-Bias-Forschung (Hagen, 1992) und damit auch dem Ansatz des 
politischen Parallelismus (z. B. Kösters et al., 2021, S. 466) zuzuordnen ist. Das 
Konzept der opportunen Zeugen kann als Weiterentwicklung des Ansatzes der 
Instrumentellen Aktualisierung (Kepplinger et al., 1991) gelten (Bachl & Vögele, 
2013, S. 347), bei dem in publizistischen Konflikten über bestimmte Ereignisse 
und Themen (nicht) berichtet wird und die so die wirtschaftliche und/oder politi-
sche Position des Medienhauses stützen. Das Konzept der opportunen Zeugen 
dagegen fokussiert sich weniger auf die Ereignisse und Themen, sondern auf die 
Personen und ihre Argumente, die in der Berichterstattung aufgegriffen werden. 
Im Kern lässt sich das Vorhandensein opportuner Zeug*innen dadurch nachwei-
sen, dass Medienangebote „mehr Argumente solcher Gruppen und Personen 
veröffentlich[en], die im Sinne ihrer redaktionellen Linie argument[ieren]” (Ha-
gen, 1992, S. 456).

Dabei lassen sich zwei Konstruktionsprinzipien unterscheiden (Hagen, 1992, S. 
449). Das erste Konstruktionsprinzip besteht darin, dass Medienangebote be-
stimmte Argumente, die der politischen Ausrichtung oder den Verlegerinteressen 
entsprechen, systematisch bevorzugen – unabhängig davon, von wem sie stam-
men (Argumentebene). Das zweite Konstruktionsprinzip besteht darin, dass Me-
dienangebote systematisch die Argumente bestimmter Gruppen bevorzugen, die 
der generellen politischen Ausrichtung des Blattes entsprechen – unabhängig von 
der Richtung der konkreten Argumente (Akteursebene).

Seit der Pionierstudie von Hagen (1992) wurde das Konzept häufig herangezo-
gen, um News-Bias in der (politischen) Berichterstattung zu untersuchen (z. B. An-
ter, 2021; Kemner et al., 2008; für eine Übersicht: siehe Bachl & Vögele, 2013, 
S. 349). Dabei unterscheiden jedoch nur wenige Studien zwischen den beiden Kon-
struktionsprinzipien (Anter, 2021, S. 401; Bachl & Vögele, 2013, S. 348). Die weni-
gen Studien, die beide Konstruktionsprinzipien untersuchen, stellen dabei tendenzi-
ell fest, dass sich das Vorhandensein opportuner Zeug*innen eher in der Auswahl 
der Akteur*innen (Konstruktionsprinzip 2), denn in der Auswahl der Argumente 
(Konstruktionsprinzip 1) zeigt (z. B. Bachl & Vögele, 2013, S. 360; Hagen, 1992, 
S. 455–456; beide Konstruktionsprinzipien finden sich bei Kemner et al., 2008).

Fokussiert man sich auf die Messung von Konstruktionsprinzip 1, so werden in 
Studien, die mit dem Konzept arbeiten, in der Regel publizistische oder medienpo-
litische Konflikte analysiert, die sich klar in zwei politische Lager einteilen lassen 
oder bei denen die Argumente in positive und negative (und teilweise neutrale) 
Kategorien fallen. Beispiele für sachpolitische Konflikte sind Debatten über die 
Volkszählung, bei denen man für oder gegen sie argumentiert (Hagen, 1992), oder 
die Bewertung von Kriegen, die positiv oder negativ ausfallen kann (Maurer et al., 
2008) oder die positive oder negative Bewertung von bestimmten Parteien und ih-
ren Kandidat*innen (Brettschneider & Wagner, 2008). Beispiele für untersuchte 
medienpolitische Konflikte stellen etwa die Debatte um die Übernahme von Pro-
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SiebenSat.1 durch die Axel Springer SE (Kemner et al., 2008) oder die Online-Ak-
tivitäten von ÖRM (Maier & Dogruel, 2016) dar, bei denen auch jeweils Pro- und 
Kontra-Positionen von Medien (als vermittelnde Akteure) und den von ihnen zi-
tierten Argumentträger*innen (als vermittelten Akteur*innen) eingenommen wer-
den können. Seltener wurden mit der theoretischen Perspektive der opportunen 
Zeugen allerdings vielschichtigere (medienpolitische) Konflikte und Skandale un-
tersucht, die sich auf Argumentebene nicht in einfache Pro- und Kontra-Tendenzen 
einteilen lassen, sondern bei denen mehrere Krisendeutungen bestehen (Scheufele 
et al., 2023). Zwar wird bei Skandalberichterstattung – als Unterkategorie von 
publizistischen Konflikten – der Skandal in der Regel negativ bewertet (Bachl & 
Vögele, 2013, S. 347). Allerdings nehmen sowohl vermittelnde als auch vermittelte 
Akteur*innen hier durchaus unterschiedliche Positionen ein, die über eine dichoto-
me beziehungsweise ordinale Bewertung hinausgehen und unterschiedliche Kritik-
punkte und Reformforderungen/Konsequenzen akzentuieren.

Konstruktionsprinzip 2 lässt sich durch eine „häufigere Zitation jener 
Urheber(gruppen), deren generelle Haltung der redaktionellen Linie entspricht“ 
(Anter, 2021, S. 400) nachweisen. Einige Studien (z. B. Bachl & Vögele, 2013) 
operationalisieren Konstruktionsprinzip 2, indem sie erheben, wie a) unterschied-
liche Akteur*innengruppen und b) unterschiedliche Medienangebote einen Kon-
flikt bewerten, um dann zu prüfen, ob Medienangebote selektiv jene Akteur*innen 
häufiger zitieren, die ihre Bewertung teilen. Dieses Vorgehen setzt jedoch voraus, 
dass sich die Bewertungen klar mindestens ordinal codieren lassen (siehe Kritik 
oben). Fokussiert man entsprechend auf vielschichtigere Konflikte und Skandale, 
lässt sich die Übereinstimmung der Haltung einer Akteursgruppe und eines Me-
dienangebots nicht konsequent bestimmen. Zwar lässt sich auch in vielschichtige-
ren Konflikten noch erheben, welche Akteursgruppen über- oder unterdurch-
schnittlich häufig zitiert werden. Ob dies jedoch – im Sinne des Konzepts der 
opportunen Zeugen – auf eine inhaltliche oder ideologische Nähe zwischen Me-
dienangebot und Akteursgruppe zurückgeht, lässt sich ohne eine zuvor festgelegte 
Zuordnung, welche Akteur*innen welcher Haltung entsprechen, nicht klar be-
stimmen. Auch deshalb wählen einige Autor*innen einen anderen Zugang zur 
Messung von Konstruktionsprinzip 2, indem sie vorab definieren, welche 
Akteur*innen der redaktionellen Linie eines Mediums entsprechen – sodass eine 
überdurchschnittliche Zitation dieser Akteur*innen als Hinweis auf das Zitieren 
opportuner Zeug*innen gewertet werden kann (z. B. bei Lichtenstein, 2011, 
S. 225–226; Lüter, 2004; implizit bei Engelmann, 2009).

4. 	 Politiker*innen als opportune Zeug*innen

Ebenso wie Wissenschaftler*innen (siehe Anter, 2021) lassen sich Politiker*innen 
als opportune Zeug*innen in der Berichterstattung einsetzen. Aus theoretischer 
Perspektive (siehe Hagen, 1992, S. 457) sind sie dabei besonders geeignete oppor-
tune Zeug*innen, da ihre politischen Positionen öffentlich bekannt und relativ 
eindeutig entlang einer Links-Rechts-Dimension verortbar sind. Journalist*innen 
können sie daher gezielt einsetzen, um Themen im Sinne der politischen Ausrich-
tung ihres Mediums zu rahmen, ohne selbst eine explizite Position beziehen zu 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


76 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

müssen. Dennoch wurde ein Fokus auf Politiker*innen nur selten gewählt und 
entsprechend sind sie meist nur eine von mehreren Akteursgruppen, deren syste-
matische Bevorzugung oder Nicht-Nennung analysiert wird. Lüter (2004, S. 176) 
ist dabei einer der wenigen, der sich auf politische Parteien konzentriert und ein 
Zitieren opportuner Zeug*innen annimmt, wenn „die konservativen Zeitungen 
die konservativen Parteien besonders hervorheben und die linken Blätter die lin-
ken Parteien besonders ins Licht rücken“. – Eine These, die er jedoch mit Kom-
mentaren deutscher Qualitätszeitungen nicht nachweisen kann.

Überraschenderweise findet sich ein Fokus auf Politiker*innen auch nicht bei 
der Berichterstattung über medienpolitische Konflikte – und das, obwohl 
Politiker*innen sowohl zentrale Akteur*innen bei medienpolitischen Entschei-
dungen als auch bei medienpolitischer Kommunikation sind (Jarren, 1998, 
S. 624).

Auch methodisch lässt sich durch die Fokussierung auf Politiker*innen in An-
lehnung an die oben entwickelte Argumentation und in Anlehnung an Lüter 
(2004) vorab relativ schlüssig festlegen, wann das Konstruktionsprinzip 2 und 
damit eine systematische Bevorzugung oder Nicht-Nennung im Einklang mit dem 
Konzept der opportunen Zeugen angenommen wird.

Schlussendlich spricht auch das oben bereits entwickelte Argument für einen 
spezifischen Fokus auf Politiker*innen: Da Einstellungen gegenüber ÖRM zumin-
dest im Publikum entlang einer politischen Links-Rechts-Dimension verlaufen 
(Campos Rueda, 2023; Schulz et al., 2019), erscheint es naheliegend, dass 
Journalist*innen – bewusst oder unbewusst – Politiker*innen zitieren, deren poli-
tische Positionen mit der redaktionellen Linie ihres Mediums übereinstimmen.

5. 	 Der rbb-Skandal als Fallbeispiel und Katalysator in der medienpolitischen 
Debatte um ÖRM

Fokussiert man sich indes auf die Berichterstattung über ÖRM, so ist festzustel-
len, dass diese – aufgrund der Tatsache, dass es sich um ein medienjournalistisches 
Thema handelt – als „diskontinuierlich und im Hinblick auf die Platzierungsmög-
lichkeiten verstreut” (Krüger & Müller-Sachse, 1998, S. 18) beschrieben werden 
kann. Stattdessen braucht es in der Regel sogenannte „themenexterne Selektions-
kriterien” (Krüger & Müller-Sachse, 1998, S. 18), damit ein medienjournalisti-
sches und -politisches Thema kontinuierlich von klassischen Medien aufgegriffen 
wird. Medienskandale, d. h. „scandals revolving around the behavior of media 
practitioners or media organizations” (Geiß, 2017, S. 5) können dabei als Beispiel 
für solche themenexternen Selektionskriterien verstanden werden, durch die sich 
die Intensität der Berichterstattung erhöhen kann. Im Kontext der Berichterstat-
tung über ÖRM ist vor allem der sogenannte rbb-Skandal relevant (Scheufele et 
al., 2023). Im Einklang mit der Literatur zu Skandalberichterstattung (Kepplinger, 
2018, S. 39) kann dabei nicht nur angenommen werden, dass sich im Kontext des 
Skandals die Berichterstattung intensiviert hat, sondern auch, dass der Skandal 
die Debatte um Reformforderungen bei ÖRM vorangetrieben hat (siehe z. B. die 
Einsetzung des Zukunftsrats, Jäkel et al., 2024).
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Im Mittelpunkt des rbb-Skandals im Sommer 2022 standen Vorwürfe der Vet-
ternwirtschaft und Mittelverschwendung (Scheufele et al., 2023). Die damalige 
Intendantin Patricia Schlesinger soll unter anderem umstrittene Beraterverträge 
abgeschlossen und Boni angenommen haben (Deutschlandfunk, 2022). Im glei-
chen Sommer wurden mehrfach Vorwürfe gegen den Norddeutschen Rundfunk 
(NDR) laut, wie im Landesfunkhaus Schleswig-Holstein, in denen es um Macht-
missbrauch der dortigen Leitungsebene ging (NDR, 2022). Die Anschuldigungen 
gegen Schlesinger wegen unangemessener Vergütungen von ihr selbst und weite-
ren Führungskräften, Vetternwirtschaft und daraus resultierende Ermittlungen 
wegen Vorteilsannahme und Untreue führten zu ihrer fristlosen Entlassung als 
Intendantin durch den Verwaltungsrat, kurz zuvor trat sie als ARD-Vorsitzende 
zurück (Deutschlandfunk, 2022).

Auch wenn der rbb-Skandal als Katalysator im Hinblick auf Intensität der Be-
richterstattung und Reformforderungen gelten kann, besteht die medienpolitische 
Debatte um Reform, Auftrag und Legitimation der ÖRM nicht erst seit Bekannt-
werden der Vorwürfe beim rbb, sondern wird schon seit Jahren mehr oder weni-
ger intensiv geführt (Herzog et al., 2018; Scheufele et al., 2023, S. 11). Dabei 
spiegeln sich in den medienpolitischen Positionen zu ÖRM – nicht nur in 
Deutschland – auch grundlegende ideologische Differenzen wider (Cushion, 
2019, S. 70; Jakubowicz, 2011; Karppinen & Ala-Fossi, 2018): eine marktliberale 
Position, die vor allem von Parteien der politischen Mitte bis Mitte-Rechts vertre-
ten wird, und eine sozialstaatliche Position, die vor allem im Mitte-Links-Lager 
befürwortet wird (Campos Rueda, 2023; Donders & van den Bulck, 2013). Vor 
diesem Hintergrund ist auch eine unterschiedliche Berichterstattung durch kom-
merzielle Medien denkbar, die mit ihrer jeweiligen Blattlinie im Einklang steht. 
Darauf verweist auch die Literatur zur Skandalberichterstattung: „Die redaktio-
nellen Linien der Medien und die Einstellungen und Meinungen der Journalisten 
besitzen einen Einfluss auf den Grad der Skandalisierung von Missständen” 
(Kepplinger, 2018, S. 40). Skandalberichterstattung ist zwar häufig so angelegt, 
dass medial über die verschiedenen Medienmarken hinweg (fast) ausschließlich 
Kritik geäußert wird, dennoch unterscheiden sich beispielsweise Gewichtung, 
aber auch die Tendenz der Berichterstattung zum Teil deutlich je nach redaktio-
neller Linie (siehe Kepplinger, 2018, S. 40; Stumvoll & Vögele, 2021). Entspre-
chend sind hier dann vor allem Kritikintensität, die Kritikdimensionen und die 
Argumentation der Medienmarken sowie auch deren zitierte Akteur*innen rele-
vant.

6. 	 Forschungsfragen

Aufbauend auf dem bisherigen Forschungsstand zur Berichterstattung über ÖRM 
und den ideologischen Differenzen in der medienpolitischen Auseinandersetzung 
mit ÖRM, dem Konzept der opportunen Zeugen sowie der Forschungslücke, dass 
die Berichterstattung kommerzieller Medien über ÖRM abseits von sehr konkre-
ten ökonomischen Interessen bislang nur unzureichend in den Blick genommen 
wurde, hat diese Studie das Ziel, zu klären, ob und inwiefern sich in der Bericht-
erstattung über ÖRM das Vorhandensein opportuner Zeug*innen zeigt. Unter-
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sucht wird dies am Beispiel des rbb-Skandals, der sich besonders als Untersu-
chungsgegenstand eignet, da er 1) als Skandal die Medienberichterstattung über 
ÖRM intensiviert hat (Kepplinger, 2018, S. 39), 2) die Debatte um Reformen von 
ÖRM als Katalysator vorangetrieben hat (z. B. Jäkel et al., 2024; Scheufele et al., 
2023) und 3) – anders als bei Debatten um Online-Aktivitäten (z. B. Löblich, 
2011; Maier & Dogruel, 2016) – hier keine konkreten, sich zwischen Medien 
unterscheidenden ökonomischen Eigeninteressen wirksam werden.

Dabei unterscheiden wir in Anlehnung an Hagen (1992) zwischen zwei Konst-
ruktionsprinzipien, der systematischen Bevorzugung oder Nicht-Nennung be-
stimmter Akteur*innen (Akteursebene, Konstruktionsprinzip 2) beziehungsweise 
der systematischen Bevorzugung oder Nicht-Nennung bestimmter Argumente 
(Argumentebene, Konstruktionsprinzip 1) und fokussieren uns auf Ebene der ver-
mittelten Akteur*innen insbesondere auf Politiker*innen, die sich klaren politi-
schen Linien zuordnen lassen und in der medienpolitischen Debatte um ÖRM 
eine besondere Rolle einnehmen. Konkret stellen wir folgende Forschungsfragen:

FF1: Welche Personen und Gruppen kommen in der Debatte um ÖRM in 
den (Print)Medien zu Wort? In welchem Ausmaß werden politische 
Sprecher*innen zitiert? (vermittelte Akteur*innen)

FF2: Welche politischen Parteien repräsentieren die politischen 
Sprecher*innen und inwiefern stimmt dies mit der politischen Ausrichtung 
der (Print-)Medien überein? (Akteursebene, Konstruktionsprinzip 2)

FF3: Welche a) Kritik und b) Reformforderungen kommen in den einzel-
nen (Print)Medien zu Wort? (Argumentebene, Konstruktionsprinzip 1)

FF4: Welche a) Kritik und b) Reformforderungen äußern die politischen 
Sprecher*innen?

7. 	 Methode

Mithilfe einer quantitativen Inhaltsanalyse mit qualitativen Elementen wurden 
Artikel zu Zustand, Reformen und Skandalen von ÖRM in Deutschland analy-
siert. Für die Analyse wurden – einer bewussten Auswahl folgend – sieben überre-
gionale Medienangebote ausgewählt, die sich durch ihre Reichweite und unter-
schiedliche politische Ausrichtungen auszeichnen und aufgrund ihrer 
bundesweiten Ausstrahlung als Leitmedien gelten können. Das Sample umfasste 
überregionale Qualitätszeitungen, eine überregionale Boulevardzeitung, Wochen-
zeitungen und Nachrichtenmagazine, da ihnen ein großer Einfluss auf andere Me-
dien und die öffentliche Debatte zugesprochen wird (Jarren & Vogel, 2011), wäh-
rend lokale Zeitungen und Online-Nachrichtenportale explizit nicht 
berücksichtigt wurden. Lokale und regionale Zeitungen besitzen zumeist keine 
eigenen medienjournalistischen Seiten im Blatt, sodass wenig Vergleichbarkeit zur 
überregionalen Presse gegeben ist und medienpolitische Themen hier nicht 
zwangsläufig thematisiert werden (Haarkötter & Kalmuk, 2021, S. 16). Aus 
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Gründen der Vergleichbarkeit haben wir uns ebenso entschieden, auf Online-
Nachrichtenportale in unserer Erhebung zu verzichten, da Nachrichten auf Web-
sites – im Gegensatz zu Printerzeugnissen – ständig veränderbar sind und dadurch 
auch die Auffindbarkeit von Artikeln beeinträchtigt ist.

Entsprechend wurden thematisch relevante Artikel von Bild (Boulevardzeitung, 
konservativ2), Welt (Qualitätszeitung, konservativ), Frankfurter Allgemeine Zei-
tung (FAZ, Qualitätszeitung, konservativ-liberal), Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ, Qua-
litätszeitung, linksliberal), Spiegel (Magazin, linksliberal) und die tageszeitung 
(taz, Qualitätszeitung, linksalternativ) vom 23. Juni 2022 bis 31. Januar 20233 
analysiert. Der Beginn des Untersuchungszeitraums ist der Tag, an dem das Wirt-
schaftsmagazin Business Insider4 die Vorwürfe über die ehemalige rbb-Intendan-
tin Patricia Schlesinger veröffentlichte und somit die Debatte um Reformen der 
ÖRM (erneut) aktualisierte. Aufgrund seiner besonderen Rolle in der Berichter-
stattung wurde zusätzlich der Business Insider in die Analyse aufgenommen.

Zur Identifizierung der thematisch einschlägigen Artikel wurden entsprechende 
Datenbanken5 mit spezifischen Suchanfragen genutzt.6 Die Ergebnisse wurden ge-
sichtet und daraufhin bewertet, ob sie dem Zugriffskriterium entsprachen, das 
heißt, ob sich der Artikel mit (Struktur-)Kritik, Reformen und Skandalen von 
ÖRM in Deutschland befasste, was zu N = 543 Artikeln führte (siehe Tabelle 1). 
Anschließend erfolgte eine Vollerhebung der Artikel.

Die Codierung der Beiträge erfolgte in einem dreistufigen Verfahren. (1) Zu-
nächst wurden in Anlehnung an die Lasswell-Formel (Lasswell, 1948) alle direk-
ten und indirekten Sprecher*innen in den Artikeln in einem ersten qualitativ aus-
gerichteten Schritt identifiziert (ähnlich zur Claim-Analyse, Adam, 2008; für 
ÖRM: Maier & Dogruel, 2016; siehe Tabelle 2).7 Dabei wurde verkürzt gefragt: 
Who says what about ÖRM? Die einzelnen Bestandteile der Codierung waren 
daher der*die Aussagenträger*in (Who), die Funktion diese*r Aussagenträger*in 
und die Aussage selbst (What about ÖRM). Entscheidend für die Identifikation 
einer Person oder einer Institution als Aussagenträger*in war die Verwendung ei-
nes sprechaktäußernden Verbs oder Wörter, die eine Positionierung oder Einstel-
lung ausdrückten. Dazu zählten zum Beispiel Verben wie „sagen”, „fordern”, 
„meinen”, „behaupten”, „kritisieren” oder „halten”. Auch Präpositionen wie 

2	 Einteilung der politischen Ausrichtung in Anlehnung an Teschendorf et al. (2024). 
3	 Das Enddatum des Analysezeitraums wurde gewählt, da die monatliche Publikationsfrequenz im 

Januar 2023 auf unter 50 Artikel sank. Zum Vergleich: In der Hochphase im August 2022 wurden 
insgesamt 188 Artikel veröffentlicht.

4	 Eine politische Verortung des Business Insider ist bislang wissenschaftlich fundiert nicht möglich, 
da entsprechende Inhaltsanalysen fehlen. Allerdings ist das Medium Teil des Axel-Springer-Kon-
zerns.

5	 LexisNexis (taz, Bild BUND), SZ Library Net (SZ), F.A.Z. BiblioNet (FAZ) sowie wiso-net.de 
(Der Spiegel, Die Welt, Business Insider)

6	 Der Suchstring lautete: (Reform* OR vorwurf OR vorwürfe OR skandal* OR schlesinger OR 
grem* OR verwaltungsrat OR rundfunkrat OR rundfunkkommission OR zukunft * OR staats-
funk OR zwang* OR gebühr* OR GEZ) AND öffentlich-rechtlich* OR ARD OR ZDF OR 
rundfunk b) Staatsfunk und c) Zwangsgebühren

7	 Da durch die fehlende Quantifizierung kein Pre- bzw. Reliabilitätstest gerechnet werden konnte, 
wurde in Anlehnung an die Empfehlungen von Scholl (2016, S. 28) ein Pretest mit den sieben 
Codierer*innen durchgeführt und die Codierungen auf ihre Konsistenz überprüft.
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„laut” oder Aussagen wie „Nach Angaben von” waren bei der Identifikation von 
Aussagenträger*innen relevant.

Tabelle 1. Sample

Anzahl der Artikel (%)

FAZ 184 (34)

SZ 99 (18)

Welt 78 (14)

taz 72 (13)

Bild 50 (9)

Business Insider 49 (9)

Spiegel 11 (2)

Gesamt 543 (100)
 
Anmerkung. Abweichungen von 100 % entstehen durch Rundungen.

Tabelle 2. Codierschema in Schritt 1 der Codierung

Aussagenträger*in Funktion Aussage

Christian Lindner
Finanzminister, 

FDP

„Finanzminister Christian Lindner (43, FDP) 
forderte in BILD am SONNTAG einen Gehalts-

deckel für Senderchefs. Niemand solle mehr als der 
Kanzler verdienen”

(2) Anschließend wurden die jeweiligen Funktionen der Sprecher*innen (2. Spalte 
in Tabelle 2) mit Hilfe eines induktiv-deduktiv entwickelten Codebuchs von drei 
Forscher*innen quantifiziert.8 Nach der Erstellung des Codebuchs und einer 
Schulung der drei Personen wurden in Anlehnung an die Vorgaben von Früh 
(2017, S. 180) an 32 Sprecher*innen aus zwölf zufällig ausgewählten Artikeln aus 
der Stichprobe ein Reliabilitätstest mit zufriedenstellenden Ergebnissen (Krippen
dorffs-α = .89) durchgeführt. Während der Quantifizierung der Sprecher*innen 
wurde zwischen verschiedenen (Berufs-)Gruppen unterschieden, beispielsweise 
Wissenschaftler*innen, Vertreter*innen von ÖRM, Staatsorgane und Institutio-
nen, Bürger*innen und Politiker*innen. Im Rahmen der Codierung der politi-
schen Akteur*innen wurde ihre Parteizugehörigkeit erfasst.9

8	 Die hier relevante Kategorie (Funktion der Aussagenträger*innen) hatte mehr als 300 Ausprä-
gungen (z. B. CDU-Politiker*in, Rundfunkrat NDR, Mitarbeiter*in WDR etc.). Mehrfachcodie-
rungen waren möglich. 

9	 Es wurde sich bei der Codierung lediglich auf die im Text angegebenen Positionen fokussiert 
und keine weitere Hintergrundrecherche zur erwähnten Person durchgeführt. Teilweise wurden 
den Akteur*innen in den Artikeln mehrere Positionen gleichzeitig zugeschrieben, wie etwa Hei-
ke Raab, die sowohl als Medienstaatssekretärin in Rheinland-Pfalz als auch als Vorsitzende der 
Rundfunkkommission vorgestellt wurde. Beide Funktionen wurden codiert und quantifiziert. 
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(3) Im dritten Schritt wurden – um die Argumente der Politiker*innen zu un-
tersuchen – die Artikel herausgefiltert, in denen politische Akteur*innen auftraten 
(N = 166). Da es sich bei der Debatte um ÖRM um ein vielschichtiges Thema mit 
diversen Krisendeutungen handelt (Scheufele et al., 2023), hätte eine dichotome 
beziehungsweise ordinale Codierung der Richtung der Argumente zu kurz gegrif-
fen. Außerdem fallen diese bei Skandalberichterstattung ohnehin in der Regel ne-
gativ aus (Bachl & Vögele, 2013, S. 347). Daher wurden stattdessen die geäußer-
ten Kritikpunkte und Reformforderungen analysiert. Dafür wurde ein weiteres 
Kategoriensystem angelegt, mit dem analysiert wurde, welche Kritikpunkte und 
Reformforderungen von den politischen Akteur*innen geäußert wurden. Die Kri-
tikpunkte und Reformforderungen wurden in Anlehnung an die ersten beiden 
Arbeitsschritte zunächst qualitativ erfasst und von zwei Codierer*innen aus dem 
Forscher*innenteam quantifiziert. Die Kategorien ergaben sich sowohl deduktiv 
aus den Überlegungen von Scheufele et al. (2023) als auch induktiv aus dem Ma-
terial und bezogen sich auf übergeordneter Ebene auf 1) Inhalte, 2) Personal, 3) 
Finanzierung, 4) Struktur und 5) Kontrolle. Auch hier wurde ein Pretest in Anleh-
nung an die Vorgaben von Früh (2017, S. 180) anhand von 47 Statements in acht 
Artikeln durchgeführt (K-αKritik = .89; K-αReform = .89).

8. Ergebnisse

Mit Blick auf FF1 zeigen die Ergebnisse, dass ÖRM-Vertreter*innen (z. B. ÖRM-
Mitarbeitende oder Intendant*innen), die dominierenden Stimmen in der Debatte 
über ÖRM sind, wobei sich hier signifikante medienspezifische Unterschiede in 
der Häufigkeit des Vorkommens zeigen (siehe Tabelle 3). In der SZ und im Busi-
ness Insider kommen deutlich mehr ÖRM-Vertreter*innen zu Wort, während in 
der Welt und der FAZ deutlich weniger ÖRM-Vertreter*innen als erwartet zu 
finden sind.

Deutlich weniger präsent sind dagegen andere Akteursgruppen in der Bericht-
erstattung über ÖRM: Gremienvertreter*innen kommen in 20 % aller Artikel zu 
Wort. Vertreter*innen kommerzieller Medien sowie von Interessenverbänden äu-
ßern sich jeweils in nur 6 % der Artikel. Wissenschaftler*innen finden mit einem 
Anteil von lediglich 4 % am seltensten Gehör.

Politische Akteur*innen, die im Artikel fokussiert werden, kommen in knapp 
einem Drittel der Gesamtartikel (31%) zu Wort und stellen damit die zweitgrößte 
Akteursgruppe der Gesamtberichterstattung dar – und auch hier zeigen sich hoch-
signifikante medienspezifische Unterschiede. Hier zeigt sich ein ähnliches Muster: 
Während in der SZ und im Business Insider deutlich weniger Politiker*innen als 
erwartet vorkommen, werden in der FAZ, der Bild und der Welt deutlich mehr 
politische Sprecher*innen zitiert als erwartet.

Konzentriert man sich ausschließlich auf die Artikel, in denen politische 
Akteur*innen erwähnt werden, zeigt sich mit Blick auf FF2 (Akteursebene), dass die 
CDU/CSU insgesamt die bedeutendste Rolle in der Berichterstattung spielt und sich in 
72 der 166 Artikel, in denen politische Akteur*innen zu Wort kommen, äußert (siehe 
Abbildung 1). Darauf folgen Sprecher*innen von SPD (45 Artikel) und FDP (36 Arti-
kel). Grüne, AfD und Linke kommen jeweils nur in weniger als 15 Artikeln zu Wort.
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Tabelle 3. Anteile der Sprecher:innen nach Artikel (in Prozent)

Gesamt  
(N = 543)

FAZ  
(n = 184)

SZ 
 (n = 99)

Welt  
(n = 78)

taz 
(n = 72)

Bild 
(n = 50)

Business Insider 
(n = 49)

Spiegel 
(n = 11) χ²(6) p

ÖRM-Vertreter*innen 60 58 68 50 56 58 78 73 13.66 < .05

Politiker*innen 31 36 20 36 31 42 12 27 19.38 < .01

Gremienvertreter*innen 20 21 23 13 21 10 24 27 7.16 .28

Institutionen 11 11 19 12 7 6 8 0 11.02 .09

Interessensverbände 6 5 5 5 10 16 0 9 13.21 < .05

Kommerzielle Medien 6 5 8 4 4 6 4 9 2.40 .88

Wissenschaftler*innen 4 5 5 5 0 8 2 0 6.51 .37

Anmerkungen. Da in einem Artikel mehr als eine Kategorie von Sprecher*innen auftreten konnte, ergibt die Summe der Prozente mehr als 100 %. Lesebeispiel: In 58 % 
der 184 Artikel der Frankfurter Allgemeinen Zeitung kommen ÖRM-Vertreter*innen zu Wort.
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Medienspezifische Unterschiede im Vorkommen der Parteien zeigen sich nur in der 
Präsenz der CDU/CSU, χ²(6) = 24.82, p < .01 (Bonferroni korrigiert10), Cramer V = .21. 
Auffällig ist, dass die CDU/CSU in allen tendenziell konservativ ausgerichteten Medien 
jeweils am häufigsten zu Wort kommt (FAZ: 26 Artikel; Welt: 16 Artikel; Bild: 14 Arti-
kel). Umgekehrt scheint die taz vor allem SPD-Politiker*innen abzubilden, während die 
SZ vor allem FDP-Politiker*innen zitiert. Die medienspezifischen Unterschiede im Vor-
kommen anderer Parteien als der CDU/CSU sind jedoch nicht signifikant.11

Abbildung 1. Präsenz der politischen Parteien in den analysierten Printmedien 
(Angaben in Prozent)

Anmerkungen. n = Artikel, in denen politische Akteur*innen auftreten. Da pro Artikel mehrere Parteien 
vorkommen konnten, summieren sich die Prozentwerte auf über 100 %. Um Fehlinterpretationen auf-
grund niedriger Fallzahlen zu vermeiden, werden Business Insider und Spiegel mit nur 6 bzw. 3 Artikeln, 
in denen Politiker*innen auftreten, nicht dargestellt.

Mit Blick auf FF3a (Argumentebene Kritik) und die geäußerte Kritik, die in den ver-
schiedenen Medien vorkommt, lassen sich zwar Muster erkennen, wie der Fokus auf 
personelle Kritik (z. B. das Fehlverhalten der ÖRM-Führung oder die Gehälter der 
Angestellten) in allen untersuchten Medien sowie ein verhältnismäßig großer Anteil 
von Strukturkritik in der Bild-Zeitung (siehe Tabelle 4). Allerdings sind diese Unter-
schiede nicht signifikant, was dagegen spricht, dass die untersuchten Medien bestimmte 
politische Positionen gegenüber ÖRM systematisch bevorzugen oder benachteiligen.

10	 Da das Vorkommen der verschiedenen Sprecher*innen von SPD, CDU/CSU etc. als Mehrfachant-
wort dichotom pro Artikel codiert wurde, wurde die Bonferroni-Korrektur angewendet, um einen 
kumulierten Alpha-Fehler zu vermeiden. 

11	 SPD: χ²(6) = 9.95, p = .13; Grüne: χ²(6) = 5.63, p = .47; FDP: χ²(6) = 5.63, p = .47; AfD: χ²(6) = 
4.8, p = .57; Linke: χ²(6) = 3.18, p = .79
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Tabelle 4. Abgebildete Kritik von Politiker*innen nach Medienorganisation

FAZ Welt Bild SZ  taz Spiegel
Business  
Insider Gesamt

n % n % n % n % n % n % n % N %

Personelle Kritik 27 36 12 35 6 38 8 67 7 58 1 33 1 50 62 41

Strukturkritik 11 15 8 24 5 31 - - 3 25 - - - - 27 18

Kritik an Kon-
trolle

10 14 4 12 3 19 - - - - - - - - 17 11

Inhaltliche Kritik 5 7 5 15 1 6 2 17 1 8 2 67 - - 16 11

Finanzierung 8 11 1 3 - - 1 8 1 8 - - - - 11 7

Sonstiges 13 18 4 12 1 6 1 8 - - - - 1 50 20 13

Gesamt 74 100 34 100 16 100 12 100 12 100 3 100 2 100 153 100

Anmerkungen. χ²(30) = 35.47, p = .22 (Monte-Carlo-Signifikanz12). Abweichungen von 100 % entstehen durch Rundungen. Basis: N = 166 Artikel.

12 Da die Voraussetzungen für ein asymptotisches Verfahren aufgrund zu geringer Zellhäufigkeiten nicht gegeben sind, wurde ein Monte-Carlo-Verfahren verwendet 
(Janssen & Laatz, 2013, S. 780).
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Tabelle 5. Abgebildete Reformforderungen von Politiker*innen nach Medienorganisation

FAZ SZ taz Bild Welt
Business  
Insider Gesamt

n % n % n % n % n % n % N %

Personelle Reformen 31 36 12 23 9 25 6 32 4 31 3 27 65 30

Reformen der Kontrolle 27 31 4 8 8 22 6 32 2 15 4 36 51 23

Strukturreform 12 14 14 26 9 25 5 26 4 31 1 9 45 21

Finanzierungsreform 6 7 8 15 4 11 1 5 1 8 - - 20 9

Inhaltliche Reformen 3 3 8 15 2 6 1 5 2 15 2 18 18 8

Sonstiges 8 9 7 13 4 11 - - - - 1 9 20 9

Gesamt 87 100 53 100 36 100 19 100 13 100 11 100 219 100

Anmerkungen. χ²(25) = 32.88, p = .13 (Monte-Carlo-Signifikanz). Im Spiegel wurden keine Reformforderungen geäußert. Abweichungen von 100 % entstehen durch 
Rundungen. Basis: N = 166 Artikel.

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


86 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

Ein ähnlicher Zusammenhang zeigt sich bei den abgebildeten Reformforderungen 
(FF3b, Argumentebene Reform). Hier lässt sich ein Fokus auf personelle Verände-
rungen und Reformen sowie auf Reformen der Kontrolle feststellen, wobei diese 
in unterschiedlichen Medienorganisationen unterschiedlich stark akzentuiert wer-
den. So werden in der SZ und der Welt beispielsweise nach den Reformen auf 
Personalebene vor allem Strukturreformforderungen abgebildet, während in der 
FAZ und in der Bild-Zeitung der Fokus tendenziell auf Reformen der Kontrolle 
liegt. Allerdings sind auch hier die Unterschiede nicht signifikant (siehe Tabelle 5).

Hinsichtlich FF4a und der Kritikpunkte und Reformforderungen der politi-
schen Sprecher*innen wird deutlich, dass sich die 153 kritischen Äußerungen am 
häufigsten auf das Personal und damit verwandte Themen verteilen (siehe Tabelle 
6). Insgesamt 62-mal äußern politische Sprecher*innen – vor allem solche von 
CDU/CSU und SPD – Kritik an der Personalpolitik der ÖRM. Dabei handelt es 
sich jedoch nicht nur um Entscheidungen aus dem Human-Resources-Bereich, 
sondern inkludiert ebenso Fehlverhalten einzelner Mitarbeiter*innen sowie ande-
re Aspekte, die im Zusammenhang mit dem Personal stehen, wie Personalkosten 
oder Hierarchien. Hier ist festzustellen, dass die meiste Kritik auf das Fehlverhal-
ten einzelner Führungspersönlichkeiten (insbesondere an Patricia Schlesinger), 
aber auch auf die Höhe der Gehälter entfällt. Ein weiterer großer Kritikbereich, 
den vor allem CDU/CSU und FDP adressieren, befasst sich mit den etablierten 
Strukturen in ÖRM. Hier wurde von den zu Wort kommenden Personen auf 
Doppelstrukturen innerhalb der Medienhäuser verwiesen. Zudem befasst sich die 
Kritik in dieser Kategorie stark mit Wettbewerbsverzerrungen durch Rundfunk-
beiträge, Kritik an (fehlenden) Complianceregeln und (fehlender) Transparenz. 
Eine weitere Untergruppe der Kritik, die Politiker*innen äußerten, befasst sich 
mit der Kritik an der Kontrolle. Darunter fallen Kategorien wie etwa die Qualität 
der Kontrolle, die fehlende Unabhängigkeit der Kontrolle, aber auch die Arbeit 
der Gremien. Inhaltliche Kritik äußern politische Sprecher*innen und kritisieren, 
zum Beispiel, die Neutralität und Unabhängigkeit der Inhalte, aber auch Kritik an 
(Einzel-)Programmen und Sendungen. Am häufigsten äußert die CDU/CSU kon-
krete Kritik an den ÖRM, danach folgen FDP- und SPD-Vertreter*innen. AfD, 
Grüne und Linke spielen zumindest mit Blick auf geäußerte ÖRM-Kritik im un-
tersuchten Sample kaum eine Rolle.
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Tabelle 6. Geäußerte Kritik nach Parteizugehörigkeit

CDU/CSU FDP SPD AfD Grüne Linke Unspezifisch und Sonstiges* Gesamt

n % n % n % n % n % n % n % N %

Personelle Kritik 22 48 10 29 17 68 4 44 2 40 - - 7 22 62 41

Strukturkritik 10 22 10 29 2 8 1 11 - - 1 100 3 9 27 18

Kritik an Kontrolle 2 4 3 9 2 8 2 22 1 20 - - 7 22 17 11

Inhaltliche Kritik 6 13 3 9 - - 1 11 1 20 - - 5 16 16 11

Finanzierung 2 4 4 11 3 12 1 11 - - - - 1 3 11 7

Sonstiges 4 9 5 14 1 4 - - 1 20 - - 9 28 20 13

Gesamt 46 100 35 100 25 100 9 100 5 100 1 100 32 100 153 100

Anmerkungen. χ²(30) = 44.38, p = .042 (Monte-Carlo-Signifikanz), Cramer V = 0.24. *Politische Sprecher*innen wurden ohne Parteizugehörigkeit genannt. Ab-
weichungen von 100 % entstehen durch Rundungen. Basis: N = 166 Artikel.
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Mit Blick auf FF4b werden vor allem personelle Reformen, darunter auch kon-
krete personelle Konsequenzen, gefordert – diese machen insgesamt 31 % der 
Reformforderungen aus und spielen vor allem bei FDP und CDU/CSU eine große 
Rolle (siehe Tabelle 7). Danach folgen Forderungen nach Reformen der Kontrolle 
in ÖRM. Diese werden insgesamt 50-mal genannt und beinhalten zum Beispiel 
Forderungen nach Stärkung und Professionalisierung der Gremien sowie Verbes-
serung der Kontrollsysteme. Reformen der Kontrolle werden insbesondere von 
SPD-Vertreter*innen vorgeschlagen. Auch Forderungen nach generellen Struktur-
reformen finden sich in den Artikeln – sie machen etwa ein Fünftel aller Reform-
forderungen aus und setzen sich aus Forderungen nach generellen Strukturrefor-
men, einer Zusammenlegung beziehungsweise Neustrukturierung von Anstalten 
sowie mehr anstaltsübergreifender Zusammenarbeit zusammen. Solche struktur-
bezogenen Reformforderungen machen ein Drittel der Reformforderungen der 
FDP aus. In der Gesamtschau deutlich weniger relevant sind Vorschläge zu Finan-
zierungsreformen (z. B. mit Blick auf das KEF-Verfahren oder die Höhe der Bei-
träge) und anderen inhaltlichen Reformen (z. B. Fokus auf Informationsauftrag, 
Fokus auf Regionales). Auch mit Blick auf Reformforderungen zeigt sich erneut 
die große Bedeutung von FDP, CDU/CSU und SPD in der medienvermittelten De-
batte um Reformen der ÖRM. AfD, Grüne und Linke dagegen spielen kaum eine 
Rolle.
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Tabelle 7. Reformforderungen nach Parteizugehörigkeit

FDP CDU/CSU SPD AfD Grüne Linke
Unspezifisch und Sonstig-

es* Gesamt

n % n % n % n % n % n % n % N %

Personelle Reformen 20 41 22 47 10 26 1 14 1 17 1 100 10 17 65 31

Reformen der Kontrolle 4 8 10 21 13 33 1 14 3 50 - - 19 32 50 24

Strukturreform 14 29 7 15 5 13 1 14 2 33 - - 13 22 42 20

Finanzierungsreform 7 14 4 9 1 3 2 29 - - - - 5 8 19 9

Inhaltliche Reformen 4 8 3 6 4 10 - - - - - - 6 10 17 8

Sonstiges - - 1 2 6 15 2 29 - - - - 7 12 16 8

Gesamt 49 100 47 100 39 100 7 100 6 100 1 100 60 100 209 100

Anmerkungen. χ²(35) = 53.36, p = .026 (Monte-Carlo-Signifikanz), V = 0.23. *Politische Sprecher*innen wurden ohne Parteizugehörigkeit genannt. Abweichungen 
von 100 % entstehen durch Rundungen. Basis: N = 166 Artikel.
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9. Diskussion und Fazit

In dieser Studie wurde untersucht, wie sieben deutsche (Print-)Medien mit unter-
schiedlicher politischer Ausrichtung über Strukturreformen von ÖRM berichten. 
Dabei lag ein besonderer Fokus darauf, inwiefern politische Akteur*innen als op-
portune Zeug*innen in der Berichterstattung eingesetzt wurden und ob sich eine 
systematische Bevorzugung beziehungsweise Nicht-Nennung bestimmter politi-
scher Parteien, Kritikpunkte oder Reformforderungen feststellen ließ. Als Unter-
suchungsgegenstand wurde der rbb-Skandal gewählt, da dieser sowohl die Be-
richterstattung über ÖRM deutlich intensiviert hat als auch als Katalysator für 
die Debatte um Reformforderungen diente. Zudem eignet sich der Skandal beson-
ders gut, da im Gegensatz zu anderen medienpolitischen Themen kommerzielle 
Medien ökonomisch nur indirekt betroffen sind, was die Analyse politisch ge-
prägter Berichterstattung erleichtert.

Die Ergebnisse unserer Studie zeigen – ähnlich wie Maier und Dogruel (2016) 
–, dass in der Debatte rund um ÖRM hauptsächlich die Positionen von ÖRM-
Vertreter*innen dargestellt und eingebunden werden (FF1). Gleichzeitig deutet 
das geringe Vorkommen von Vertreter*innen der privatwirtschaftlichen Medien 
in der Debatte darauf hin – und wie schon vorab argumentiert –, dass es sich bei 
der durch den rbb-Skandal ausgelösten Diskussion – zumindest im hier in den 
Blick genommenen Zeitraum – tendenziell weniger um eine von Verlegerinteres-
sen geprägte Debatte handelt. Gleichzeitig zeigen sich medienspezifische Muster 
in der Auswahl der Sprecher*innen: Während in der SZ und im Business Insider 
verstärkt ÖRM-Vertreter*innen zu Wort kommen, erhalten politische 
Akteur*innen dort im Vergleich zu anderen Medien wenig Raum. Dieses Verhält-
nis kehrt sich in der Welt und der Bild (und teilweise der FAZ) um – hier bekom-
men ÖRM-Vertreter*innen weniger Raum als erwartet, während politische 
Sprecher*innen deutlich präsenter sind als bei den anderen Medien.

Zudem weisen unsere Ergebnisse im Einklang mit der Argumentation zu ideolo-
gischen Differenzen in den Einstellungen gegenüber ÖRM (z. B. beim Publikum: 
Campos Rueda, 2023) darauf hin, dass es sich in der Diskussion um Kritik und 
Reformforderungen um ein Thema handelt, bei dem das Vorkommen verschiede-
ner Akteur*innen zumindest teilweise von der generellen politischen Ausrichtung 
einer Zeitung abhängt (FF2). Tendenziell als konservativ eingeordnete Medien, ins-
besondere die Bild, lassen die konservative CDU/CSU häufiger zu Wort kommen, 
während tendenziell linke/linksliberale (Print-)Medien, vor allem die SZ, die Stim-
men der CDU/CSU in geringeren Umfang in ihrer Berichterstattung als 
Sprecher*innen abbilden. Dass sich das Vorhandensein opportuner Zeug*innen 
und damit das systematische Bevorzugen von Personen oder Argumenten teilweise 
auf Akteursebene (Konstruktionsprinzip 2), nicht aber auf Argumentebene (Kons-
truktionsprinzip 1) nachweisen lässt, steht dabei im Einklang mit bisherigen empi-
rischen Befunden zum Konzept der opportunen Zeugen (z. B. Bachl & Vögele, 
2013; Hagen, 1992). Hagen (1992, S. 456–457) liefert dafür auch mögliche Erklä-
rungen. Er argumentiert, dass vor allem bei Themen, die neu aufkommen, die Ein-
stellungen weniger klar sind, und sich Journalist*innen dann vor allem an 
Kommunikator*innen, die der eigenen redaktionellen Linie nahestehen, orientie-
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ren und es sich hier entsprechend um eine Heuristik in der Auswahl von 
Argumentträger*innen handelt: „Personen und Gruppen präjudizieren also, wie 
Journalisten ein Thema politisch einordnen. Je besser diese sich mit jenen identifi-
zieren können, und je mehr die Werte von Personen und Gruppen mit der redakti-
onellen Linie eines Mediums übereinstimmen, desto wichtiger erscheinen die Mei-
nungen dieser Kommunikatoren für die Beurteilung des Themas und desto 
häufiger und ausführlicher werden solche Meinungen folglich veröffentlicht” (Ha-
gen, 1992, S. 457). Insbesondere bei der Bevorzugung der CDU/CSU durch konser-
vative Zeitungen scheint diese Heuristik zu wirken. Gleichzeitig erklärt Hagens 
(1992) Argumentation auch, warum sich auf Argumentebene (Konstruktionsprin-
zip 1) keine systematische Bevorzugung oder Nicht-Nennung bestimmter Kritik-
punkte oder Reformforderungen wiederfindet (FF3). Denn dadurch, dass sich die 
Debatte mit Blick auf Reformforderungen und Kritikpunkte nicht auf einzelne 
Teilaspekte von ÖRM (z. B. Online-Aktivitäten, Erhöhung der Rundfunkbeiträge) 
fokussierte, gab es auf Seite der (Print-)Medien vermutlich noch keine einheitliche 
Position zum Thema, weshalb sie sich tendenziell an parteipolitischen Zugehörig-
keiten statt an konkreten Argumentationslinien orientieren. Dass sich die einzelnen 
(Print-)Medien auf keine konkreten Krisendeutungen (Scheufele et al., 2023) – in 
dieser Studie operationalisiert als Kritikpunkte und Reformforderungen – konzen-
trierten, lässt sich allerdings sicherlich auch damit begründen, dass hier, wie oben 
argumentiert, Verlegerinteressen keine große Rolle gespielt haben dürften.

Aus medienpolitischer Sicht ist ferner interessant, dass auch die politischen 
Parteien keine bestimmten Krisendeutungen und damit Kritikpunkte und Reform-
forderungen systematisch in den Diskurs einbringen (FF4). Zwar zeigen sich hier 
Tendenzen, zum Beispiel, dass sich – wie bei Skandalberichterstattung erwartbar 
ist – die Kritik vor allem auf der personellen Ebene befindet und hier entsprechen-
de Änderungen gefordert werden. Gleichzeitig kritisieren Parteien wie CDU/CSU 
und FDP auch vermehrt die Struktur und fordern hier Strukturreformen (FDP) 
beziehungsweise Reformen der Kontrolle (CDU/CSU).

Mit Blick auf die Limitationen dieser Studie wurde zwar gezielt versucht, nicht 
nur einzelne Teildebatten um ÖRM in den Blick zu nehmen (z. B. Online-Aktivi-
täten oder die Finanzierung), sondern eine umfassendere Perspektive zu wählen, 
jedoch geht dieses Vorgehen gewissermaßen auch mit einer von vielen The-
mensträngen geprägten Debatte und somit mit einer Diffusion derselben einher. 
Dadurch lassen sich ebenfalls die indifferenten Positionen von Parteien und Medi-
en erklären. Zudem sind im Sample nur reichweitenstarke, kommerzielle (Print-)
Medien enthalten. Eine Erweiterung des Samples um ÖRM würde darüber hinaus 
einen Vergleich der Berichterstattung öffentlich-rechtlicher und kommerzieller 
Medien ermöglichen und den Forschungsstand hier erweitern. Ebenso wäre eine 
Erweiterung des Samples um privatrechtliche Medien im Rundfunkbereich auf-
schlussreich. Kritisch anzumerken ist ebenso, dass durch die Verwendung des 
Suchstrings gegebenenfalls nicht alle für diese Forschung relevanten Artikel aufge-
funden wurden. Ebenfalls muss erwähnt werden, dass mit dem rbb-Skandal die 
Berichterstattung direkt infolge eines Skandals und nur in einem sehr begrenzten 
Zeitrahmen analysiert wurde. Auch dies hat Einfluss auf die konkreten Kritik-
punkte und den Fokus auf personelle Aspekte. Zudem wurde in dieser Inhaltsana-
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lyse – aufgrund der Tatsache, dass es sich um ein vielschichtiges medienpolitisches 
Thema handelt, das sich nicht in Pro- und Kontra-Argumente einteilen lässt – 
nicht die Valenz der Bewertung in den Blick genommen, obwohl verschiedene 
Autor*innen das Vorhandensein opportuner Zeug*innen über die Valenz nach-
weisen (z. B. Kemner et al., 2008; Maier & Dogruel, 2016). Die Fokussierung auf 
vielschichtigere Kritikpunkte und Reformforderungen statt auf die Valenz der Be-
wertung von ÖRM kann auch einen Teil der Ergebnisse erklären.

Gleichzeitig liefert diese Studie mit genau dieser neuen Operationalisierung, 
welche die Bewertung von ÖRM nicht dichotom oder ordinal codiert, sondern 
sich auf verschiedene Krisendeutungen und damit vielschichtigere Argumentati-
onsstränge fokussiert, eine empirische Weiterentwicklung der Überlegungen von 
Scheufele et al. (2023) sowie eine methodische Alternative für Studien, die sich 
auf opportune Zeug*innen konzentrieren wollen.

Zudem nimmt sie – anders als viele andere Studien, die sich auf opportune 
Zeug*innen fokussieren – beide Konstruktionsmechanismen in den Blick und 
geht nicht nur davon aus, dass sich das Vorhandensein opportuner Zeug*innen in 
der Auswahl der Personen beziehungsweise Gruppen zeigt. Darüber hinaus wird 
der Forschungsstand zur Berichterstattung über ÖRM, der sich bislang vor allem 
auf spezifische politische Debatten im Zusammenhang mit ÖRM konzentriert, 
zum Beispiel auf Online-Aktivitäten, erweitert, indem sich auf die generelle De-
batte nach einem Skandal konzentriert wird. Indem Akteur*innen und ihre Argu-
mente in den Mittelpunkt gestellt werden, baut diese Studie auf Scheufele et al. 
(2023) auf, nutzt Teile der Argumentation zu den Krisendeutungen und zeichnet 
so nach, welche politischen Sprecher*innen welche Deutungspfade nutzen. An 
dieser Stelle könnte weitere Forschung ansetzen und sich dem Vergleich zwischen 
Medien mit unterschiedlicher Finanzierungsform widmen. Damit geht auch die 
Frage einher, wie ÖRM über sich selbst berichten. Daran anknüpfend sollten sich 
weitere Studien auch mit der Frage beschäftigen, inwiefern solche Skandale und 
die daran anschließende Mediendebatte zu veränderten Einstellungen des Publi-
kums beziehungsweise der Bevölkerung führen und inwiefern dies die wahrge-
nommene Qualität und das Vertrauen in ÖRM beeinflusst. Zwar liegen hierzu 
bereits erste Daten vor (z. B. Schultz et al., 2023), weiterführende (insbesondere 
Längsschnitt-)Analysen wären jedoch wünschenswert.

Anhang

Der Online-Anhang, der das Codebuch enthält, ist über folgenden Link abrufbar: 
https://osf.io/6cf8k/overview?view_only=054146d3137e46edb8368aec446d2a5e

Finanzierung
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Public service media (PSM) throughout Europe are confronted with significant 
structural and media policy-related challenges. In Germany, the debate surround-
ing PSM has (once again) intensified in 2022, following allegations of nepotism 
and wasteful spending at Rundfunk Berlin-Brandenburg (rbb). This debate is also 
covered in the media. Private-sector media companies occupy a special position in 
this debate. It is believed that they have a vested interest in criticizing PSM, refer-
ring to the crowding-out argument that PSM is pushing them out of the market 
(Sehl et al., 2020). Accordingly, they can engage in (second level) agenda setting 
through certain selection decisions. For example, they can instrumentally introdu-
ce certain topics into the debate on PSM or quote certain individuals in line with 
their editorial policy. In this debate about PSM and calls for its reforms, however, 
this type of reporting does not necessarily result from direct (economic) concern, 
but above all from the fact that the ideological divide over how PSM should be 
structured in a digitalized environment touches on the core of the traditional left-
right divide (Campos Rueda, 2023, p. 3847). While there are left-right differences 
in the attitudes of the population towards PSM (e.g., Campos Rueda, 2023; 
Schulz et al., 2019) and while previous research has traced how the media have 
interpreted crises surrounding PSM (Scheufele et al., 2023), little research has 
been done to date on the extent to which a left-right distinction and a systematic 
preference for corresponding actors is also reflected in the reporting of media 
with different political orientations.

2. Theoretical background

To address this research gap, this paper draws on the theoretical concept of op-
portune witnesses by Hagen (1992), which allows for an analysis of how media 
outlets may systematically favor actors whose positions correspond to the outlet’s 
political stance. The presence of opportunistic witnesses can be demonstrated by 
the fact that media outlets tend to adopt and publish the positions of actors who 
are in line with their editorial political agendas (Hagen, 1992, p. 456).

In this instance, a distinction is made between two construction principles. The 
first principle is that media outlets systematically favor certain arguments that 
correspond to their political orientation or the interests of their publishers, re-
gardless of who they come from (argument level). The second construction prin-
ciple is that media offerings systematically favor the arguments of certain groups 
that correspond to the general political orientation of the publication, regardless 
of the direction of the specific arguments (actor level). Since Hagen’s pioneer stu-
dy in 1992, the concept has been frequently used to examine news bias in (politi-
cal) reporting (e.g., Anter, 2021; Kemner et al., 2008). However, a review of the 
literature reveals a paucity of studies that examine both principles. The studies 
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that exist on this subject tend to find that the presence of opportunistic witnesses 
is more evident in the selection of actors (construction principle 2) than in the 
selection of arguments (construction principle 1).

3. Research aim

Accordingly, the present study focuses on how German (print) media with diffe-
rent political orientations report on PSM and which actors they allow to have 
their say. The study builds on the concept of “opportune witnesses” (Hagen, 
1992) and uses the rbb scandal as an example. It analyzes which spokespersons 
for political parties appear in which media and what criticisms and reform pro-
posals they express. The study then examines whether the selection of political 
spokespersons aligns with the editorial line and, in a subsequent step, whether the 
statements and demands of these political spokespersons are consistent with their 
official positions, and to what extent this is in line with the principle of “opportu-
ne witnesses”. Thus, the following research questions are to be answered:

RQ1: Which individuals and groups are represented in the discourse sur-
rounding PSM in the (print) media? To what extent are political spokesper-
sons quoted in the media? 

RQ2: Which political parties do the political spokespersons represent, and 
to what extent does this correspond to the political orientation of the 
(print) media? (actor level, construction principle 2)

RQ3: What a) criticism and b) demands for reform are voiced in the indi-
vidual (print) media? (argument level, construction principle 1)

RQ4: What a) criticism and b) demands for reform do the political spokes-
persons express?

4. Method

To answer the research questions, a quantitative content analysis was conducted 
on 543 articles from German (print) media outlets with different political orienta-
tions (Bild, Welt, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), Süddeutsche Zeitung 
(SZ), Spiegel, tageszeitung (taz) and Business Insider) from June 23, 2022, to Ja-
nuary 31, 2023. 

A specific search string was utilized to retrieve a total of 543 articles from se-
ven private-sector media outlets. The investigation period commenced on the day 
the business magazine Business Insider published allegations against former rbb 
director Patricia Schlesinger, thereby (once again) igniting the debate concerning 
reforms of PSM.

The articles were coded through a three-step process. First, the Lasswell formu-
la (1948) was employed to identify all direct and indirect speakers in the articles. 
This identification process was conducted in an initial qualitative step. The ques-
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tion asked was: Who says what about PSM? (2) Thereafter, the respective func-
tions of the speakers were quantified with the aid of a code book developed using 
an inductive-deductive approach. In the third step of the analysis, the articles in 
which political actors appeared (N = 166) were filtered out, and a new category 
system was created to analyze which points of criticism and demands for reform 
were expressed by the political actors. The categories were derived from conside-
rations of Scheufele et al. (2023) on crisis interpretations of PSM and from the 
material itself and referred to at a higher level to five categories: Content, person-
nel, financing, structure, and control.

5. Results

The results of our study show that the debate surrounding PSM mainly presents 
and incorporates the positions of PSM representatives (RQ1). Concurrently, me-
dia-specific patterns emerge in the selection of speakers: While PSM representati-
ves are given more space in the SZ and Business Insider, political actors receive 
little coverage there compared to other media outlets. In Welt and Bild, this ratio 
is reversed, and PSM representatives are given less space than expected. In cont-
rast, political spokespersons are significantly more present in these media outlets. 
The results suggest that the discussion of criticism and demands for reform is a 
topic in which the presence of different actors depends, at least in part, on a 
newspaper’s general political orientation (RQ2). Media outlets that tend to be 
classified as conservative, especially Bild, give the conservative CDU/CSU more 
frequent opportunities to express their views, while (print) media that tend to be 
left-wing/left-liberal, especially the SZ, give the CDU/CSU less coverage as spo-
kespersons in their reporting. The presence of opportunistic witnesses and thus 
the systematic favoring of certain individuals or arguments can be demonstrated 
in part at the actor level (construction principle 2), but not at the argument level 
(construction principle 1).

We find no systematic preference or omission of certain points of criticism or 
demands for reform (RQ3) at the argument level (construction principle 1), be-
cause the debate on reform demands and points of criticism did not focus on in-
dividual aspects of PSM. This suggests that there was probably no uniform posi-
tion on the issue on the part of the (print) media, which is why they tended to 
orient themselves toward party affiliations rather than specific lines of argument. 
From a media policy perspective, it is also interesting that political parties do not 
systematically bring specific interpretations of the crisis and thus points of criti-
cism and demands for reform into the discourse (RQ4). It has been observed that 
most critiques tend to center on personnel matters, often leading to the articulati-
on of specific demands for modifications in this area.

6. Discussion

Our findings indicate that the debate surrounding PSM is influenced, at least part-
ly, by the political orientation of the respective newspapers. Conservative outlets, 
particularly Bild, tend to give the conservative CDU/CSU greater visibility, where-
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as left-leaning or liberal (print) media, especially the SZ, feature these voices less 
frequently. This supports earlier arguments about ideological differences in atti-
tudes toward PSM (e.g., Campos Rueda, 2023).

Thus, the presence of opportune witnesses can be observed partly on the actor 
level (construction principle 2), but not on the argument level (construction prin-
ciple 1). This aligns with previous empirical findings (e.g., Hagen, 1992). Accor-
ding to Hagen (1992), such heuristics arise particularly when issues are new and 
attitudes are not yet clearly formed. In such cases, journalists tend to rely on 
communicators whose values align with their outlet’s editorial stance.

This reasoning also explains why no systematic preference or omission of par-
ticular arguments or reform demands was found. Since the debate did not focus 
on specific aspects of PSM reforms (e.g., online activities or funding), the analy-
zed media outlets had likely not yet developed a unified position and therefore 
oriented their reporting more toward party affiliations than toward specific lines 
of argumentation.

The study is limited by a short observation period and its focus on a single 
scandal, which may have emphasized personnel-related aspects. Moreover, the 
sample includes only major private-sector (print) media outlets; future research 
should include PSM and other media types for broader comparison. Nevertheless, 
the study contributes to existing research by providing a content-analytical per-
spective on ideological differences on PSM and by examining both construction 
principle 1 (argument level) and construction principle 2 (actor level) of opportu-
ne witnesses in PSM coverage.

References

Anter, L. (2021). Mein Text, meine Meinung, meine Wissenschaftlerin? Eine qualitative 
Untersuchung zur Nutzung von Wissenschaftler*innen als opportune Zeugen [My text, 
my opinion, my scientist? A qualitative study on the use of scientists as opportune wit-
nesses]. Medien & Kommunikationswissenschaft, 69(3), 397–415. https://doi.
org/10.5771/1615-634X-2021-3-397

Campos Rueda, M. (2023). Influence of public service media consumption on citizens’ 
perceptions of the need for public media: The moderating role of political ideology. 
International Journal of Communication, 17, 3844–3864.

Hagen, L. M. (1992). Die opportunen Zeugen: Konstruktionsmechanismen von Bias in der 
Zeitungsberichterstattung über die Volkszählungsdiskussion [The opportune witnesses: 
Construction mechanisms of bias in newspaper reporting on the census debate]. Pub-
lizistik, 37(4), 444–460. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03654310

Kemner, B., Scherer, H., & Weinacht, S. (2008). Unter der Tarnkappe: Der Einsatz „vola-
tiler Themen“ und „opportuner Zeugen“ in der Berichterstattung zum Übernahmever-
such der ProSiebenSat.1 Media AG durch den Springer-Verlag [In disguise: The use of 
„volatile issues“ and „opportune witnesses“ in the media coverage of the attempted 
takeover of the ProSiebenSat.1 Media AG by Springer]. Publizistik, 53(1), 65–84. htt-
ps://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-008-0006-9

Lasswell, H. D. (1948). The structure and function of communication in society. In L. Bry-
son (Ed.), The communication of ideas (pp. 37–51). Harper.

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/1615-634X-2021-3-397
https://doi.org/10.5771/1615-634X-2021-3-397
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03654310
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-008-0006-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11616-008-0006-9
https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


103

Wolleschensky et al.﻿﻿﻿﻿ | Politicians as opportune witnesses?

Scheufele, B., Jost, A., & Spachmann, K. (2023). Krisendeutungen: Die aktuelle Mediendeb-
atte um den öffentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunk [Interpreting crises: The current media de-
bate on public service broadcasting]. Nomos. https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748938378 

Schulz, A., Levy, D. A. L., & Nielsen, R. K. (2019). Old, educated, and politically diverse: 
The audience of public service news. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. 
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/The_audience_of_
public_service_news_FINAL.pdf

Sehl, A., Fletcher, R., & Picard, R. G. (2020). Crowding out: Is there evidence that public 
service media harm markets? A cross-national comparative analysis of commercial tel-
evision and online news providers. European Journal of Communication, 35(4), 389–
409. https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323120903688

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748938378
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/The_audience_of_public_service_news_FINAL.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/The_audience_of_public_service_news_FINAL.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323120903688
https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


SC|M
Studies in Communication and Media

104 Studies in Communication and Media, 15. Jg., 1/2026, DOI: 10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1-004

FULL PAPER

Flattering compliments and savage insults – The influence of 
vicarious intergroup contact on minority (outgroup) support  

considering empathy as a mediating mechanism

Schmeichelnde Komplimente und brutale Beleidigungen –  
Der Einfluss von stellvertretendem Intergruppenkontakt auf  

die Unterstützung von Minderheiten (Outgroups) unter 
Berücksichtigung von Empathie als mediierender Mechanismus

Sophie Bruns, Jule Scheper & Christine E. Meltzer

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


105

SC|M
Studies in Communication and Media

Sophie Bruns (Dr.), Hanover University of Music, Drama and Media, Department of Journal-
ism and Communication Research, Expo Plaza 12, 30539 Hannover, Germany. Contact: so-
phie.bruns@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de. ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8243-8916 
Jule Scheper (Dr.), Hanover University of Music, Drama and Media, Department of Journal-
ism and Communication Research, Expo Plaza 12, 30539 Hannover, Germany. Contact: jule.
scheper@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de. ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6316-4238 
Christine E. Meltzer (Jun.-Prof. Dr.), Hanover University of Music, Drama and Media, De-
partment of Journalism and Communication Research, Expo Plaza 12, 30539 Hannover, Ger-
many. Contact: christine.meltzer@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de. ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-
0003-1801-1923 

Kopfzeile 1: Full Paper 
Kopfzeile 2: Bruns/Scheper/Meltzer | Flattering compliments and savage 

insults

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

mailto:sophie.bruns@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de
mailto:sophie.bruns@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8243-8916
mailto:jule.scheper@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de
mailto:jule.scheper@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6316-4238
mailto:christine.meltzer@ijk.hmtm-hannover.de
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1801-1923
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1801-1923
https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


106 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

FULL PAPER

Flattering compliments and savage insults – The influence of 
vicarious intergroup contact on minority (outgroup) support 
considering empathy as a mediating mechanism

Schmeichelnde Komplimente und brutale Beleidigungen –  
Der Einfluss von stellvertretendem Intergruppenkontakt auf  
die Unterstützung von Minderheiten (Outgroups) unter 
Berücksichtigung von Empathie als mediierender Mechanismus

Sophie Bruns, Jule Scheper & Christine E. Meltzer

Abstract: Minority groups in a society, such as national, ethnic, or religious minorities, of-
ten depend on the support of other groups, so-called outgroup support, to assert their in-
terests and bring about social change. Social media environments provide a wide range of 
options for vicarious intergroup contact, which is assumed to be a low-threshold way to 
promote outgroup support. This study focuses on intergroup contact between the societal 
majority group of heterosexual individuals as the ingroup and the minority group of ho-
mosexual individuals as the outgroup, as well as intergroup contact between the societal 
majority group of White individuals as the ingroup and the minority group of people of 
color (PoC) as the outgroup. Both homosexual individuals and PoC represent minority 
groups that face systematic discrimination and social disadvantage in our society, requiring 
support and interventions. We investigate the effects of observed positive and negative in-
tergroup contact in an online environment on different types of outgroup support, as well 
as the role of empathy and perspective-taking towards the outgroup as potential affective 
and cognitive mediators. We conducted an online experiment (N = 477), using a stratified 
demographic sample of the German population. Results show that observed intergroup 
contact in comment sections on social media does not influence empathy or different forms 
of outgroup support. Instead, empathy and perspective-taking influence outgroup support 
independent of the observed intergroup contact.

Keywords: Intergroup contact, minority groups, empathy, outgroup support, social change, 
experiment

Zusammenfassung: Minderheitsgruppen in einer Gesellschaft, etwa nationale, ethnische 
oder religiöse Minderheiten, sind häufig auf die Unterstützung anderer Gruppen – soge-
nannter Outgroups – angewiesen, um ihre Interessen durchzusetzen und sozialen Wandel 
herbeizuführen. Soziale Medien bieten vielfältige Möglichkeiten für stellvertretenden Inter-
gruppenkontakt, der als niedrigschwelliges Mittel zur Förderung von Fremdgruppenunter-
stützung angenommen wird. Diese Studie untersucht den Intergruppenkontakt zwischen 
der gesellschaftlichen Mehrheitsgruppe heterosexueller Personen als Ingroup und der Min-
derheitsgruppe homosexueller Personen als Outgroup sowie zwischen der Mehrheitsgrup-
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pe der White Persons als Ingroup und der Minderheitsgruppe der People of Color (PoC) 
als Outgroup. Homosexuelle Personen und PoC sind Minderheitsgruppen, die in unserer 
Gesellschaft systematischer Diskriminierung und sozialer Benachteiligung ausgesetzt sind. 
Wir untersuchen die Effekte von positiven und negativen Intergruppenkontakten auf ver-
schiedene Formen des Outgroup-Supports sowie die Rolle von Empathie und Perspekti-
venübernahme gegenüber der Fremdgruppe als potenzielle affektive und kognitive Media-
toren. Die Ergebnisse eines Online-Experiments (N = 477) mit einer stratifizierten 
demografischen Stichprobe der deutschen Bevölkerung zeigen, dass beobachteter Inter-
gruppenkontakt in Kommentarsektionen sozialer Medien weder Empathie noch verschie-
dene Formen des Outgroup-Supports beeinflusst. Stattdessen beeinflussen Empathie und 
Perspektivenübernahme Outgroup-Support unabhängig vom beobachteten Intergruppen-
kontakt.

Schlagwörter: Intergruppenkontakt, Minderheitsgruppen, Empathie, Outgroup-Support, 
sozialer Wandel, Experiment

1. 	 Introduction

Due to the ability to reach large audiences and provide citizens with the opportu-
nity to complement information directly with their own interpretation, the Inter-
net has the potential to foster discussion and deliberation in areas such as social 
media, news comment sections, and online blogs (e.g., Ziegele et al., 2018). Inter-
net technologies can promote online participation, contribute to more inclusive 
public spheres, and thus reinvigorate (deliberative) democracy. However, studies 
show that in many cases, public online comments do not meet the norm of const-
ructive engagement, as they are often uncivil, insulting, and aggressive (e.g., Coe 
et al., 2014). Studies on the effects of online comments primarily focus on undesi-
rable effects such as less pro-social or more aggressive behaviors toward others 
(Weber et al., 2020), negative emotions, and aggression (Chen & Lu, 2017). 

This study aims to contribute to research on more desirable effects of online 
comments (e.g., Baden & Springer, 2014) and examines how discussions within 
online comment sections influence support for the interests of minority groups in 
a society, such as national, ethnic, or religious minorities. These groups often de-
pend on the support of other groups, so-called outgroup support, to assert their 
interests and bring about social change (e.g., gain attention for injustice or get 
support in political decisions). We focus on two distinct minority groups: Homo-
sexual individuals and people of color (PoC). Both groups represent minority 
groups that face systematic discrimination and social disadvantage in our society, 
requiring support and interventions. When we refer to outgroups, we are specifi-
cally referring to societal minority groups, such as, in our specific case, PoC and 
homosexual individuals. When we refer to ingroups, we mean majority groups 
such as White individuals and heterosexual individuals. It should be noted that, in 
general, ingroups and outgroups can, of course, be defined differently with res-
pect to the majority or minority status of social groups.

To investigate the relation between online comments and outgroup support, we 
draw on the idea that comments in social media promote spaces where individu-
als from various cultural backgrounds and social groups come into contact and 
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can interact with each other and, even more frequently, observe interactions of 
others (Stroud et al., 2016). Because most citizens do not have frequent face-to-
face contact with people they perceive as members of another group (i.e., out-
group members), indirect forms of contact via the Internet and especially observa-
tions thereof are particularly important for larger audiences (Kim & Wojcieszak, 
2018). This concept is also called vicarious intergroup contact, i.e., watching in-
teractions of ingroup and outgroup members in the media. Such vicarious inter-
group contact can have positive (but also negative) effects, not only on the inter-
acting individuals themselves but also on observers of this contact (for an 
overview, see Vezzali et al., 2014). We use Intergroup Contact Theory (Allport, 
1954) as a theoretical framework to explain whether and how observers of vica-
rious intergroup contact are motivated to support an outgroup. Since research 
has shown that cognitive (e.g., social distance; Capozza et al., 2013) as well as 
emotional reactions (e.g., empathy; Aberson & Haag, 2007) affect attitudes and 
behaviors directed at the outgroup, we include cognitive and affective aspects of 
empathy as mediating mechanisms. This study complements research on the ef-
fects of different forms of online comments and extends research on (mediated) 
intergroup contact by focusing on vicarious intergroup contact online and inclu-
ding outgroup support as an under-researched behavioral outcome.

2. 	 Mediated intergroup contact and outgroup support

2.1 	 (Online) Outgroup support

Relations between groups of different ethnic, religious, and ideological back-
grounds are one of the most challenging issues of the century (Mastro, 2015). 
Distrust and conflict between social groups might lead to prejudice or discrimina-
tion, especially against those with lower social status (Hewstone et al., 2014). It 
thus seems unlikely that members of a higher-status group support the interests of 
a minority outgroup. Based on Intergroup Contact Theory (Allport, 1954; ICT), 
it can also be assumed that minority groups are often not supported by majority 
groups. ICT posits that systematic prejudice and negative attitudes exist between 
groups and will persist in the absence of positive intergroup contact (Allport, 
1954). These negative cognitions and emotions influence behaviors and can lead 
to ingroup members not supporting outgroup members (Paolini et al., 2021). Ta-
jfel et al. (1971) demonstrated that even with completely arbitrary group assign-
ments, ingroup favouritism automatically occurs, and the outgroup is disadvan-
taged – meaning that negative attitudes and behaviors toward the outgroup 
emerge. Drawing on ICT, we thus expect regarding to societal majority and mino-
rity that majority groups often tend to favour their own ingroup – other members 
of the majority group – while disadvantaging the outgroup, i.e., members of mi-
nority groups. This disadvantage can manifest as both negative attitudes and be-
haviours, such as a lack of outgroup support. For example, if we consider PoC as 
a minority group in German society and White people as the majority group, it 
can be assumed that White individuals often exhibit ingroup favouritism and are 
more likely to support other White individuals than PoC as outgroup members. 
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While positive intergroup contact can certainly counteract these tendencies (All-
port, 1954), ICT fundamentally assumes a general tendency toward ingroup favo-
uritism and outgroup disadvantage. Some exceptions demonstrate outgroup sup-
port as the support of minorities in both offline and online contexts (e.g., 
donations for refugees, legalization of gay marriage, support in online discus-
sions, demonstrations such as #BlackLivesMatter). 

From an intergroup perspective, outgroup support can be conceptualized in 
terms of various forms of (communicative) intergroup behavior, in which an indi-
vidual supports an outgroup. Thus, it is manifested in any form of behavior asso-
ciated with a positive attitude, feeling, or intention towards the outgroup. This 
definition refers to (the motivation for) direct interactions with the outgroup or 
positive responses to outgroup-initiated contact, actions in the interest of the out-
group, as well as public statements of positive feelings or cognitions towards the 
outgroup (e.g., Barlow et al., 2012; Park, 2012). Due to self-enhancement and 
positive distinctiveness of the ingroup, outgroup support represents atypical be-
havior for group members (Hogg, 2001), rendering supportive behaviors unlikely 
to occur in intergroup contexts. A promising approach to explain how outgroup 
support can still occur is Intergroup Contact Theory (Allport, 1954), which focu-
ses on positive effects of (direct or indirect) intergroup contact on outgroup atti-
tudes expected to translate into more positive intergroup behaviors and greater 
equality (Dovidio et al., 2017)1.

Outgroup support is closely related to other concepts such as social support 
and destigmatization strategies. The concept of social support describes the ex-
change of informational and emotional (e.g., giving advice & expressing sympa-
thy) between individuals offline and online (for an overview, see Menke et al., 
2020). Social support is known to have many positive outcomes, such as mental 
and physical health (e.g., Doull et al., 2017). Although outgroup support also in-
volves support that can occur both online (e.g., signing a petition) and offline 
(e.g., participating a demonstration) as well as by giving informational support 
(e.g., sharing information about the outgroup) and social support(e.g., comforting 
the outgroup), there is one central difference: Social support, at least in its theore-
tical core, focuses on individual persons supporting individual persons, whereas 
outgroup support centers on a whole group (ingroup) providing help to an entire 
group (outgroup). Outgroup support is related to the concept of destigmatization 
strategies, as both aim to enhance social groups. However, there are two central 
differences. Firstly, destigmatization strategies aim to enhance social groups by 
reducing the stigma associated with groups – for example, using frames such as 
responsibility frames (Schaller et al., 2023). Outgroup support focuses on enhan-
cing a social group by behavioural support (e.g., signing a petition). Thus, destig-
matization is located on the cognitive level, outgroup support on the behavioural 
(connotative) level. Destigmatization strategies per se target social groups experi-

1	 With ICT, we focus on the group perspective in this paper. Of course, there are also motivations 
for outgroup support from an individual perspective – for example, individual wellbeing (Stehr, 
2023). Due to our focus on groups, these individual motivations will not be further addressed in 
the following paper.
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encing injustice (stigmatization), while the outgroup in outgroup support can be 
any group and does not necessarily have to be disadvantaged, even though, as in 
this study, it often focuses on social groups experiencing injustice.

2.2 	Intergroup contact in an online context

ICT is based on the fundamental assumption that intergroup contact –between 
members of different social groups – reduces prejudice and improves attitudes 
through several mechanisms. When individuals from different groups interact, 
their social distance decreases, they become able to take each other’s perspectives, 
and experience greater empathy for one another (for an overview, see Harwood et 
al., 2013). The knowledge gained about the contact individual and the experien-
ces made with a single individual can then be generalized to the entire outgroup. 
This reduces prejudice towards the whole group and leads to more positive atti-
tudes and behaviors towards the outgroup (e.g., Lim et al., 2024). 

This basic proposition of Intergroup Contact Theory (Allport, 1954) has been 
widely supported in various contexts and social groups, such as the elderly, sexual 
minorities, mentally ill, or racial and ethnic minorities (for an overview, see Har-
wood et al., 2013; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Literature on intergroup contact 
initially considered contact as an actual face-to-face interaction between social 
groups (Kim et al., 2018). Not all citizens have frequent interpersonal contact 
with different outgroups in their daily lives, such as religious or ethnic minorities 
(Dovidio et al., 2011). Yet, studies show that face-to-face interaction is not requi-
red for intergroup contact to have beneficial effects on intergroup relations (e.g., 
Kim & Wojcieszak, 2018; Mazziotta et al., 2011; Vezzali et al., 2014). Various 
forms of indirect contact (such as extended, vicarious, or imagined contact) also 
reduce prejudices and positively affect outgroup attitudes (Dovidio et al., 2017; 
Vezzali et al., 2014). This study examines vicarious intergroup contact as a form 
of indirect intergroup contact. The term refers to observations of interactions 
between ingroup and outgroup members. Many vicarious intergroup encounters 
are facilitated by the media: Intergroup encounters in fictional series, reports of 
intergroup encounters by an ingroup member in the news, or, as focused in this 
study, observations of intergroup contact on the Internet. Social media provides 
its users with almost endless possibilities for interactions observable by others. 
Although mediated contact features reduced cues and less immediacy than direct 
contact (Harwood, 2010), it can comprise an experience analogous to direct con-
tact and improve outgroup attitudes (e.g., Joyce & Harwood, 2014; Wojcieszak 
& Azrout, 2016). 

This study is interested in vicarious online intergroup contact occurring 
through observations of users’ comments for several reasons. The media are a 
primary source of information for people to form impressions of outgroups 
(Mutz & Goldman, 2010). Online comments provide an easy and accessible way 
for intergroup encounters (Wojcieszak & Azrout, 2016), and a considerable share 
of people read these comments (Newman et al., 2016; Stroud et al., 2016).
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2.3 Positive and negative vicarious online intergroup contact 

Although some studies do not investigate the valence of the contact but compare 
different forms (observed or direct; e.g., Mazziotta et al., 2011), mostly positive 
forms of contact are studied from the perspective of Intergroup Contact Theory 
(ICT), such as friendship with outgroup members, or observations of deliberative 
discussions between different groups (Joyce & Harwood, 2014; Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2006; Vezzali et al., 2014; Wojcieszak & Azrout, 2016). Positive contact is 
often defined by positive features of the contact, for example, if the interaction is 
friendly, members show interest in the outgroup, or acknowledge group differen-
ces and stereotypes (Harwood, 2010; Hayward et al., 2017). 

However, focus on positive intergroup contact neglects negative intergroup ex-
periences characterized by discriminating, aggressive, or unfriendly behavior of 
group members (Hayward et al., 2017). Especially online, uncivil, aggressive, and 
negative encounters can occur (e.g., Coe et al., 2014) and may exert stronger and 
undesirable effects on prejudice than positive contact (positive-negative contact 
asymmetry; Barlow et al., 2012). Although there is a body of research on negative 
forms of intergroup contact (Aberson, 2015; Barlow et al., 2012; Hayward et al., 
2017; Stephan et al., 2009), this work is not framed from this perspective but 
uses other theoretical accounts for the postulated effects (e.g., Intergroup Threat 
Theory; Stephan et al., 2009). Concerning media effects on intergroup relations 
and outgroup attitudes, there is little research on positive effects from ICT, but a 
large body of research on negative media effects on outgroup attitudes (e.g., Sche-
mer, 2014), which oftentimes analyzes media coverage of outgroups rather than 
individual outgroup members (Wojcieszak & Azrout, 2016). This research, how-
ever, is not connected to ICT (Harwood et al., 2013). Although it is most relevant 
to consider the valence of online intergroup contact, only a few studies include 
positive as well as negative intergroup contact (e.g., Aberson, 2015; Barlow et al., 
2012). This study includes both forms of intergroup contact and examines how 
different forms of intergroup contact influence outgroup support.

2.4 	Positive and negative effects of vicarious intergroup contact

Different effects of intergroup contact have been observed concerning its valence 
(see Banas et al., 2020; Dovidio et al., 2017; Hayward et al., 2017). Based on ICT 
(Allport, 1954) studies have shown that direct as well as indirect forms of positi-
ve contact lead to desirable cognitive effects, such as enhanced knowledge about 
the outgroup (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), more positive emotions, such as empa-
thy and perspective-taking, and less negative emotions, such as intergroup anxiety 
or threat (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; Vezzali et al., 2017), as well as positive inter-
group attitudes and behaviors, like reduced prejudice or openness for future en-
counters (Banas et al., 2020; Park, 2012; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). On the other 
hand, studies using Intergroup Threat Theory as a theoretical framework (Ste-
phan et al., 2009), have shown that negative intergroup contact leads to undesira-
ble cognitive, affective, and behavioral outcomes for intergroup relations (for an 
overview, see Aberson, 2015; Hayward et al., 2017; Vezzali et al., 2014), such as 
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a heightened hostility toward the outgroup, more negative attitudes towards the 
outgroup, and a lower likelihood of future intergroup interactions (e.g., Aberson, 
2015; Riek et al., 2006; Stephan et al., 2009).

Despite these opposing results, studies have so far mostly focused on either 
positive or negative intergroup contact, and there is no clear conclusion yet regar-
ding which form of intergroup contact is more strongly related to intergroup atti-
tudes and behaviors (Barlow et al., 2012; Mazziotta et al., 2015; Pettigrew, 
2008). A few studies have included both types of intergroup contact and exami-
ned the effects on various outcomes simultaneously. Pettigrew (2008) found that 
(1) the effect of positive contact was more robust than the effect of negative con-
tact, (2) positive contact and negative contact are each significantly related to de-
creased and increased prejudice against Muslims, and (3) respondents experi-
enced positive contact much more frequently than negative contact. Other studies 
found that negative contact is more influential in decreasing people’s outgroup 
attitudes as compared to the beneficial impact of the same amount of positive 
contact (Barlow et al., 2012; Graf et al., 2014). 

Concerning vicarious intergroup contact, some studies show that positive me-
dia portrayals of outgroup members positively influence attitudes toward out-
groups but find no respective effects of negative portrayals (Joyce & Harwood, 
2014; Ortiz & Harwood, 2007). 

These results imply that the valence of intergroup contact is relevant for its ef-
fects on intergroup cognitions, emotions, and behaviors. Positive intergroup con-
tact has more desirable effects than negative intergroup contact. Since outgroup 
support can be designated as intergroup behavior, we assume: 

H1: Positive vicarious intergroup contact leads to more outgroup support 
than negative contact.

2.5 	Empathy as underlying mechanism

Theoretical accounts of the positive and negative effects of intergroup contact 
refer to cognitive and emotional processes responsible for the consequences of 
these encounters (Dovidio et al., 2017; Stephan et al., 2009; Vezzali et al., 2014). 
In a review of extended and vicarious intergroup contact, a distinction between 
an affective and a cognitive route is proposed for the processes underlying indi-
rect contact effects (Vezzali et al., 2014). Many emotional (e.g., empathy, inter-
group anxiety, intergroup threat) and cognitive (e.g., intergroup stereotypes, iden-
tification) reactions have been studied in the context of direct and vicarious 
intergroup contact (for an overview, see Vezzali et al., 2014). One mechanism, 
empathy, is not only seen as one of the most powerful mediators of direct and 
mediated intergroup contact (Banas et al., 2020; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008) but 
also relates to both cognitive and emotional responses. Empathy consists of a co-
gnitive aspect involving taking the perspective of others and an emotional aspect 
involving various types of emotional reactions to others (Finlay & Stephan, 
2000). Empathetic emotions, or reactive empathy, describe emotional responses 
to another person’s experience. Perspective taking, on the other hand, refers to 
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the ability to understand another person’s perspective (Aberson & Haag, 2007; 
Davis, 1994). We consider the affective and cognitive components of empathy 
and propose that these two mechanisms mediate the influence of vicarious inter-
group contact on outgroup support. To substantiate this proposition, we draw on 
empirical research providing evidence for the mediating role of empathetic emo-
tions as well as perspective taking for the effect of direct and indirect forms of 
intergroup contact and changes in attitudes and behaviors towards the outgroup.

Research on intergroup relations in general shows that empathetic emotions 
for an outgroup (e.g., compassion or sympathy) result in improved attitudes to-
wards the outgroup (Batson et al., 1997; Stephan & Finlay, 1999; Vescio et al., 
2003). Research on intergroup contact shows both that direct and extended inter-
group contact is associated with an increased ability to experience the outgroup’s 
feelings and emotions, which in turn is related to a variety of positive perceptions, 
attitudes, and behaviors towards the outgroup, such as reduced prejudice or soci-
al distance (Banas et al., 2020; Capozza et al., 2013; Capozza et al., 2014; 
Hewstone et al., 2014; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020). 
Concerning perspective taking, research on intergroup relations proves that the 
cognitive aspect of empathy also results in more positive attitudes and reduced 
stereotype endorsement (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Galinsky & Ku, 2004; 
Vescio et al., 2003). Direct and indirect forms of intergroup contact have been 
shown to influence outgroup attitudes by improving perspective taking (Aberson 
& Haag, 2007; Gurin et al., 2004; Hewstone et al., 2014; Nagda & Zúñiga, 
2003; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Hewstone et al. (2014) consider empathetic af-
fect as well as perspective taking and show that both aspects of empathy mediate 
the effect of direct contact on intergroup forgiveness and trust. Based on these 
findings, we assume that vicarious intergroup contact enhances perspective taking 
and gives rise to empathetic emotions towards the outgroup. Empathetic emo-
tions should arise if the intergroup situation informs recipients about the pitiful 
situation of the outgroup (or its members) and/or when the ingroup member 
shows empathetic reactions towards the outgroup member. Perspective taking, on 
the other hand, should be elicited if recipients learn something about the situation 
of the outgroup that enables them to gain a better understanding of the outgroup 
perspective or changes their perception about the outgroup in a way that makes a 
person feel closer to the outgroup (Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020). While more po-
sitive effects of emotions in response to positive encounters can be expected, the 
same emotions should mediate the effects of negative mediated contact, but in the 
opposite direction (Banas et al., 2020). Positive forms of vicarious intergroup 
contact, compared to negative forms, should result in empathetic emotions and 
enhanced perspective-taking. Since outgroup support refers to a variety of behavi-
ors associated with a positive stance or feeling towards the outgroup, we assume 
that empathetic emotions and increased perspective taking in reaction to vicari-
ous intergroup contact enhance outgroup support. We thus propose that empa-
thetic emotions and perspective taking a) emerge in response to positive (compa-
red to negative) vicarious intergroup contact and b) mediate the effect of 
intergroup contact on outgroup support:
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H2: Individuals who observe a positive intergroup contact a) feel more 
empathy than individuals who observe a negative contact, which b) results 
in higher outgroup support.

H3: Individuals who observe a positive intergroup contact a) engage more 
in perspective-taking than individuals who observe a negative contact, 
which b) results in higher outgroup support.

Figure 1. Theoretical model

3. 	 Method

To test our hypotheses, we employed an online survey with an experimental de-
sign, varying intergroup contact (positive vs. negative). For increased generaliza-
bility of our findings, the experiment was conducted with two kinds of social 
groups to test the influence of vicarious online intergroup contact on outgroup 
support: Homosexual and heterosexual intergroup contact and contact between 
PoC and White people. 

3.1 	 Sample, design, and procedure

A total of 477 respondents were recruited via the access panel provider Bilendi. 
Quotas were set to resemble the German voting population in age, gender, and 
education. For our recruitment, we intentionally focused on White persons and 
heterosexual individuals. In our theoretical framework, we outline the importance 
of support from majority groups (the ingroup, in this study) for minority groups 
(the outgroup, in this study). It was essential to include a sufficient number of in-
group members to explore how contact with the outgroup (minority groups) influ-
ences empathy and perspective-taking towards the outgroup, and the willingness 
to support the outgroup. We intentionally chose not to exclude PoC or homosexu-
al individuals from recruitment. Instead, as part of the online survey, we assessed 
the extent to which participants identified as belonging to the group of PoC or 
White individuals, as well as their sexual orientation. Since the final sample inclu-
ded only 9 PoC and 11 individuals with a non-heterosexual orientation, these 
participants were retained in the sample due to the large overall sample size (N = 
477), even though they did not belong to the majority groups (ingroups).
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Quality checks were applied2. The two subsamples did not differ significantly 
in age, gender, education, and perceived belonging to the outgroup3 (homosexual/
heterosexual intergroup contact: n = 238; Mage = 46.6; 50% female; 34% at least 
German Abitur; 3% self-perception as homosexual; PoC/White people intergroup 
contact: n = 239; Mage = 45.7; 49% female; 34% at least German Abitur; 5% self-
perception as PoC).

Respondents were randomly exposed to the negative or positive stimuli of one 
of the social groups (homosexual/heterosexual intergroup contact: negative con-
dition n = 119, positive condition n = 119; PoC/White people intergroup contact: 
negative condition n = 120, positive condition n = 119). A randomization check 
revealed that the groups did not significantly differ regarding gender, age, educa-
tion, and perceived belonging to the outgroup.

3.2 	Stimulus

The stimulus material consisted of a screenshot of a fictional discussion on Face-
book4. It depicted a short teaser of an online news article, reporting on a new 
study that investigates the satisfaction of homosexual/PoC employees in terms of 
fair treatment. User comments were located underneath the article. This kind of 
vicarious contact might be considered as a “minimal dose”. Yet, several studies 
have shown that even a one-time vicarious intergroup contact can exert corres-
ponding positive or negative effects (e.g., Joyce and Harwood, 2014; Ju et al., 
2016). In all versions, the first comment was written by a member of the out-
group (homosexual/PoC) who reports being discriminated against at work. The 
next comment came from a member of the ingroup (heterosexual/White person), 
made clear by stating “me as a heterosexual/White person…”.

In the version of positive intergroup contact, the ingroup member agreed with 
the outgroup member and expressed general affection for outgroup members 
through a compliment and positive emojis. In the version of negative intergroup 
contact, the ingroup member disagreed, generally insulted outgroup members, 
and used negative emojis. In all versions, the homosexual/PoC, who already spo-
ke in the first comment, evaluated the general intergroup contact. In the positive 
intergroup contact, this outgroup member said that the conversation was a good 
example of how purposeful the exchange between members of the ingroup and 
outgroup is and supported this with a compliment for the whole ingroup and 
positive emojis. In the negative intergroup contact group, the outgroup member 
responded that this was a good example of how little purposeful the exchange is, 
using an insult and negative emojis. To allow any further conclusions about the 
persons, all names, pictures, and reactions were blurred. 

2	 Only participants who passed an attention test after two-thirds of the total questions were all-
owed to proceed with the questionnaire; straightliners were excluded.

3	 In the following, we will equate the term outgroup with a minority group and the term ingroup 
with a majority group. This is not done for normative reasons, but because these terms and re-
spectively the term “outgroup support” are used in the theory in this way.

4	 87% of respondents reported having a Facebook account at the time of the study.
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3.3 	Measures5

The dependent variable outgroup support was operationalized with four different 
measures. Willingness for further contact with the outgroup was measured with 
seven items on a five-point scale (5 = I totally agree). The items were adapted 
from several established measures (i.e., Hässler et al., 2020; Jost et al., 2012; 
Mazziotta et al., 2011) and tapped into different ways to get in contact with and 
support outgroups online and offline. An index was built (homosexual/heterose-
xual people, Cronbach’s α = .93; PoC/White people, Cronbach’s α = .91).

Willingness to speak up for the outgroup was self-developed. Four items mea-
sured on a five-point scale (5 = I totally agree), how likely respondents chose dif-
ferent ways to speak up for the outgroup online. The items were compiled in an 
index (homosexual/heterosexual contact Cronbach’s α = .89; PoC/White people 
contact Cronbach’s α = .89).

Support for political demands of the outgroup was a self-developed measure 
based on political demands that activists and political groups of homosexual peo-
ple and PoC advocate for in NGOs. Items were assessed on a five-point scale (5 = 
I totally agree). The items were compiled in an index (homosexual/heterosexual 
Cronbach’s α = .91; PoC/White people Cronbach’s α = .92).

Social change motivation was assessed with eight items on a five-point scale (5 
= I totally agree) based on established measures (i.e., Esses & Dovidio, 2002; 
Mazziotta et al., 2011; Vezzali et al., 2014). The items tapped into different as-
pects of a positive societal change for the outgroup in terms of equality. The items 
were compiled into mean indices (homosexual/heterosexual contact, Cronbach’s 
α = .91; PoC/White people contact, Cronbach’s α = .91).

Empathy was assessed by asking participants on a five-point scale how stron-
gly they feel empathy regarding the outgroup of homosexuals or PoC (5 = very 
strong; single item). 

Perspective-taking was measured with six items on a five-point scale (5 = to-
tally agree) and assessed how well respondents were able to relate to the out-
group (e.g., Paluck, 2010). The items were compiled into mean indices (homose-
xual/heterosexual contact, Cronbach’s α = .94; PoC/White people contact, 
Cronbach’s α = .92).

3.4 	Treatment check

A treatment check was conducted to test whether the stimuli were perceived as 
intended as positive or negative intergroup contact. An ANOVA was conducted 
for both homosexual individuals as the outgroup (F(1, 236) = 301.8; p < .001) 
and PoC as the outgroup (F(1, 237) = 8.379; p = .004). The evaluation of the 
presented intergroup contact represented the dependent variable, and the experi-
mental group (positive or negative contact) the independent variable. For both 
outgroups, treatment checks showed that participants perceived the positive in-

5	 This study is part of a larger research project. All items used in this study can be found in Table S1 
in the Appendix.
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tergroup contact as significantly more positive (homosexual people as outgroup: 
M = 4.09; SD = 0.95; PoC as outgroup: M = 3.66; SD = 1.03) than the negative 
intergroup contact (homosexual people as outgroup: M = 1.89; SD = 1.01; PoC 
as outgroup: M = 1.55; SD = 0.81).

3.5 	 Data analysis

To test our hypotheses, we employed mediation analyzes. Empathy and perspecti-
ve taking are included in our analysis as parallel mediators (rather than serial 
mediators), since our hypotheses focus on the direct relationships between inter-
group contact and the mediators, as well as between the mediators and outgroup 
support. Empathy and perspective taking are conceptualized as the emotional and 
cognitive facets of empathy, respectively, and are compared in their roles as medi-
ators, which makes a parallel modeling of the mediators appropriate. We used 
path models, in which the valence of intergroup contact (0 = negative contact; 1 = 
positive contact) predicted the mediator variables empathy and perspective-ta-
king, as well as the outcome variables of outgroup support. For each type of out-
group support, we used a single path model – resulting in eight models (two out-
groups times four types of outgroup support; Figure 2). 

4. 	 Results

Figure 2 summarizes the results of all four models. Across all four forms of out-
group support, our models were best to explain the social change motivation, 
with 51% variance explained for homosexuals as outgroup and 34% for PoC as 
outgroup. It was followed by the willingness for further contact with the out-
group, with 42% variance explained for homosexuals and 28% for PoC as out-
group. For the support for political demands of the outgroup, we were able to 
explain 43% of the variance for homosexuals and 33% for PoC as outgroup. We 
were able to explain the least variance for the willingness to speak up for the out-
group, with 34% for homosexuals and 20% for PoC as outgroup.

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


118 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

Figure 2. Empirical model

Notes. Eight path models (two outgroups x four forms of outgroup support; bootstrapping by 1000 samples). Intergroup contact as the independent variable, empathy 
and perspective-taking as mediators, and four forms of outgroup support as dependent variables. Value before/after represents standardized linear regression coeffici-
ents for homosexual people as outgroup (n = 238), value after/coefficients for PoC as outgroup (n = 239). Correlation allowed between empathy and perspective-taking. 
* p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001
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4.1 	 Direct effects of intergroup contact on outgroup support

We did not find significant effects of intergroup contact on any of the four forms 
of outgroup support for both homosexuals as outgroup and PoC as outgroup 
(Figure 2). Contrary to our hypothesis, individuals who observed a positive inter-
group contact were not more willing to have further contact with the outgroup, 
did not have higher social change motivation, did not show stronger support for 
political demands of the outgroup, and did not have a greater willingness to 
speak up for the outgroup. Therefore, our first hypothesis was not supported. 

4.2 	Mediating role of empathy and perspective-taking

In H2, we assumed that individuals who observe a positive intergroup contact a) 
feel more empathy regarding the outgroup than individuals who observe a negative 
intergroup contact, which b) results in higher outgroup support. Contrary to our 
hypothesis, positive intergroup contact did not lead to significantly more empathy 
for both outgroups than negative intergroup contact (Figure 2). Consequently, and 
contrary to our hypothesis, there was no indirect mediation effect of intergroup 
contact over empathy on outgroup support (Figure 2). Individuals who observed 
positive intergroup contact did not experience more empathy toward the outgroup 
and did not show more outgroup support as a result. The results apply to both out-
groups and all forms of outgroup support. H2 was therefore not supported. 

In H3, we presumed that individuals who observe a positive intergroup contact 
a) engage more in perspective-taking regarding the outgroup than individuals 
who observe a negative intergroup contact, which b) results in higher outgroup 
support. Just like with empathy, we found no significant effects of intergroup con-
tact on perspective-taking – neither for homosexuals nor for PoC as an outgroup 
(Figure 2). Similarly, with perspective-taking, there was no mediation between 
intergroup contact, perspective-taking, and outgroup support. Individuals who 
observed positive intergroup contact did not engage more in perspective-taking 
toward the outgroup and did not show more outgroup support as a result. The 
results apply to both outgroups and all forms of outgroup support. As a result, 
H3 was not supported. 

There were some noteworthy results concerning the association between empa-
thy and outgroup support, as well as perspective-taking and outgroup support. 
For both outgroups, we found more pronounced empathy and perspective-taking 
to be significantly associated with all types of outgroup support (Figure 2). This 
means that the higher the empathy individuals had toward homosexual individu-
als and PoC, and the better they could take their perspective, the higher their wil-
lingness for further contact with the outgroups, their social change motivation, 
their support for political demands of the outgroups and their willingness to speak 
up for the outgroups. The associations between perspective-taking and outgroup 
support were consistently stronger than those with empathy – often even twice as 
large (Figure 2). This means that even if intergroup contact was not directly or in-
directly related to outgroup support through empathy and perspective-taking, em-
pathy and perspective-taking were positively associated with outgroup support.
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5. 	 Discussion

The results did not show any pattern of (mediated) effects of observed intergroup 
contact on various forms of outgroup support – neither for homosexual people 
nor for PoC as an outgroup. Regarding outgroup support, empathy and perspec-
tive-taking were associated with all different types of outgroup support. However, 
empathy and perspective-taking were not caused by observed intergroup contact. 
Although we were able to explain a lot of variances in outgroup support by em-
pathy and perspective-taking, incidents of vicarious intergroup contact did not 
seem sufficient to induce or influence empathy and perspective-taking.

Our result that intergroup contact did not influence outgroup support might 
be explained by long-term processes in context of intergroup relations. On the 
one hand, emotions, perceptions, and attitudes towards a particular social group 
are not completely formed in one moment but over a long period of time (Spears, 
2009). A single exposure to one member of the outgroup might not have been 
sufficient to change existing empathy and perspective-taking related to the moti-
vation to support an outgroup. Cumulative effects of various mediated encoun-
ters with outgroup members might thus be of interest. From a perspective of cul-
tivation (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), media socialize and thus shape perceptions of 
the world and related attitudes over a long time. This also holds for the percepti-
on of social groups (e.g., Mastro et al., 2007). As both analysed mediators and 
outgroup support might be shaped by multiple and diverse mediated intergroup 
contacts (in social networks, fictional series, news reports), rather in the long 
term, we encourage future research to use longitudinal designs or prolonged ex-
perimental research with multiple exposures over time. Experimental studies in 
which participants are requested to follow social media accounts of outgroup 
members over a certain period or watch a season of a series that deals with out-
group characters or outgroup topics would be suitable for this purpose. Instead 
of, or in addition to, the between-subjects design we employed, it would also have 
been possible to use a within-person design with a pre-post measurement of em-
pathy, perspective-taking, and potentially outgroup support before and after the 
stimulus. Such a measurement would have allowed us to assess participants’ indi-
vidual baseline levels of empathy and perspective-taking, enabling a more precise 
examination of changes within each participant because of the stimulus. This ap-
proach might have revealed more subtle effects that could have been masked by 
interindividual differences in the between-subjects design. It is possible that our 
stimuli were not well-suited to influence empathy and perspective-taking. As men-
tioned earlier, empathetic emotions should arise if the intergroup situation in-
forms recipients about the pitiful situation of the outgroup (or its members). Si-
milarly, perspective taking should be elicited if recipients learn something about 
the situation of the outgroup that enables them to gain a better understanding of 
the outgroup’s perspective or changes their perception about the outgroup in a 
way that makes a person feel closer to the outgroup (Wojcieszak & Warner, 
2020). Fictitious online comments, by their nature, may lack the depth and detail 
needed to fully immerse participants in the outgroup’s reality. They might not 
have informed the audience well enough about the situation of the outgroup to 
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evoke empathy and perspective-taking. Future studies might consider using lon-
ger online comments to provide a more detailed depiction of the outgroup’s situ-
ation, potentially eliciting stronger empathy and perspective-taking. It is possible 
that entirely different media content, such as audiovisual media (i.e., a movie or 
series excerpts), allow for immersive experience and may be better suited to pre-
sent the outgroup’s situation to recipients over an extended period. To further 
explore the suitability and effects of our stimuli, future research should include an 
additional control group without any stimulus as a neutral comparison. This 
would have allowed us to more clearly distinguish the effects of positive and ne-
gative contact. In this way, we could have determined whether the observed out-
comes were attributable to the respective stimulus or whether they would also 
occur in the absence of any intervention.

In addition to numerous methodological explanations for the lack of effects of 
positive and negative intergroup contact, there are, of course, also relevant theo-
retical explanations. According to intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), it is 
possible that our sample included many participants who, due to frequent contact 
with the outgroup, already held well-established attitudes, as well as stable levels 
of empathy and perspective-taking toward the outgroup. People with well-estab-
lished emotions and cognitions toward the outgroup are likely less influenced by 
situational factors – Tone and Tully (2014), for example, found that individuals 
with stable levels of empathy are less susceptible to situational influences. In our 
theoretical framework, we argued that everyday contact with outgroup members 
is often limited. This may not be the case, at least not for the social groups we 
selected and in the digital context. Many participants may already have develo-
ped strong emotions and cognitions regarding these outgroups. It is therefore pos-
sible that the effects we hypothesized emerge over the long term, or only for a 
subgroup of participants who have had very little prior contact with outgroup 
members. Future research should address this by considering pre-existing atti-
tudes and general contact with the outgroup as potential moderators. Research 
on intergroup contact further demonstrates that social distance from the out-
group is also an important factor (e.g., Xiao & Li, 2024). Respondents may exhi-
bit varying degrees of social distance toward the outgroup, for example, due to 
prior experiences with outgroup members. It is possible that our sample includes 
different subgroups characterized by varying levels of social distance, and that the 
hypothesized effects may only apply to certain subgroups. Therefore, future re-
search should urgently consider social distance as a moderator.

From the perspective of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), the 
strength of group identification may also be relevant. It is possible that, among 
the social groups predominantly represented in our study – heterosexual and 
White individuals – levels of group identification were generally low. As a result, 
positive or negative intergroup contact may not have been particularly meaning-
ful for these participants. Even if only a subgroup of participants exhibited low 
identification, this subgroup could account for the lack of significant effects. Fu-
ture research should examine the moderating role of group identification in the 
relationship between intergroup contact and both empathy and perspective-ta-
king. Low identification with one’s own group could, in line with the elaboration 
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likelihood model (ELM), also result in only superficial processing of the stimulus 
(via the peripheral route), thereby limiting its impact. According to the ELM, it is 
also conceivable that the social media post used as a stimulus led to shallow pro-
cessing. Consequently, future research should explore depth of processing as a 
potential moderator.

For theoretical reasons, we surveyed members of the majority groups (White 
and heterosexual individuals). Future research should urgently place greater focus 
on minority groups and examine whether the effects differ from those observed in 
the majority group.

Our results suggest that the emergence of empathy and perspective-taking to-
wards the outgroup can be fruitful to motivate outgroup support. Individuals 
who can better empathize with the outgroup’s situation and adopt their perspec-
tive also have a stronger inclination to ensure the outgroup’s well-being through 
outgroup support. As previously mentioned, perspective taking and empathy have 
been linked to more positive attitudes and reduced stereotypes towards the out-
group (Galinsky & Ku, 2004; Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Vescio et al., 2003). 
Individuals who were able to effectively adopt the outgroup’s perspective may 
also have harbored more favorable attitudes and fewer stereotypes towards the 
outgroup, which in turn would explain increased outgroup support. Future stu-
dies should pay attention to how empathy and perspective-taking arise and what 
contribution direct or indirect forms of intergroup contact can make in this pro-
cess. The fact that perspective-taking is usually more strongly associated with 
outgroup support than empathy might be because, for outgroup support, it is 
crucial that individuals can put themselves in the perspective of the outgroup 
rather than just being compassionate. By adopting the perspective of the out-
group, individuals may be better able to understand their challenges, desires, and 
demands, which could be particularly important in supporting those demands, 
for example, within outgroup support.

The consistent effects on the two analysed outgroups indicate that the influ-
ence of empathy and perspective-taking on outgroup support does not depend on 
the outgroup. Two minority groups are not sufficient to show overarching effects 
applicable to various intergroup relations, and more outgroups need to be studied 
to provide robust evidence. The consistent results for all forms of outgroup sup-
port provide evidence that empathy and perspective-taking not only strengthen 
specific forms of outgroup support but outgroup support in general. Individuals 
who feel a lot of empathy towards an outgroup and can take the perspective of 
the outgroup well seem to overall support the outgroup and not just focus on 
specific forms.

In this paper, outgroups were conceptualized as societal minority groups and 
ingroups as majority groups. We argued that societal minority groups depend on 
support from majority groups, for example, to advance political demands. There 
are many justified critical voices (e.g., Malloy, 2014) that argue that support ap-
proaches portray minorities as needy and passive recipients of care, thereby ce-
menting the dependency of minorities on majorities rather than promoting genu-
ine equality. Instead, it is argued that majorities should focus more strongly on 
empowerment. By conceptualizing outgroups and ingroups as minority and majo-
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rity groups and focusing on outgroup support as support from majorities for mi-
norities, we are, to some extent, following such a critically discussed support ap-
proach. We have chosen to focus on outgroup support, as numerous positive 
effects of outgroup support have already been discussed and examined in the lite-
rature (see theoretical framework). We encourage future research to reflect more 
deeply on whether outgroup support or outgroup empowerment should be prio-
ritized. It is important to further investigate the respective impacts of support and 
empowerment on the outgroup, the ingroup, and broader societal developments. 
Only this way can we make well-founded statements about which approach mi-
nority groups benefit from most.

Finally, in this paper, we have focused on a group perspective using intergroup 
contact theory (ICT) to examine outgroup support. It seems fruitful to also consi-
der other perspectives – such as the individual perspective – to provide a more 
comprehensive explanation of outgroup support. 

Our study is not without limitations. First, outgroup support was measured as 
the hypothetical likelihood supporting the outgroup. Since our topic probably 
aroused social desirability, there may be a gap between participants’ statements 
and actual behaviors. We encourage future research to use observational experi-
ments to test our findings. Further, although we used an experimental design, re-
lationships between empathy and outgroup support, as well as perspective-taking 
and outgroup support, do not allow for causal interpretation. In this study, we 
have made a binary division into social groups. This only superficially reflects the 
variance in social groups. We encourage future research to do more nuanced 
work here. 

Overall, our study provides little insight into how to promote outgroup sup-
port with the help of observed intergroup contact. These results are disappointing 
since vicarious intergroup contact seemed to represent a commonplace low-
threshold way to promote outgroup support. We need to investigate whether this 
“ordinariness” might inhibit positive effects or vicarious intergroup contact just 
requires more than a one-time observation to unfold its positive effects. Never-
theless, we find empathy and perspective-taking to be a promising starting point 
to foster outgroup support. From a communication perspective, it seems particu-
larly worthwhile to investigate the extent to which communication and media 
can promote empathy and perspective-taking and thus promote social cohesion in 
our society. For example, media content could specifically address empathy and 
perspective-taking concerning an outgroup. If we manage to arouse empathy and 
perspective-taking, this pays off for most forms of support.
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Appendix
Table S1. Measures 

Measure Dimension Items Scale Source Cronbach‘s α
Emotions 1 (do not agree at all) – 

5 (totally agree)
Paluck, 2010; Ste-
phan, 2002

Perspective-
taking

I think I have a good understanding of how [PoC/homo-
sexual persons] see the world.

.92 (PoC/ 
White people)
.94 (Homo
sexual/ 
heterosexual 
people)

I think I understand what it’s like to be a [PoC/homosex-
ual person] in this society.

I can relate to the perspective of [PoC/homosexual peo-
ple] on most issues.

I can easily put myself in the shoes of [PoC/homosexual 
people].

I understand the concerns and needs of [PoC/homosexu-
al people].

I can sympathize with [PoC/homosexual people].

Empathy 1 (not at all) – 7  
(very strongly)

Outgroup 
support
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Measure Dimension Items Scale Source Cronbach‘s α
Willingness to 
speak up for 
outgroup

...express in a comment that discrimination against 
[PoC/homosexual people] in the workplace is a problem

1 (very unlikely) – 5 
(very likely)

Own formulation 
based on Eilders 
& Porten-Chée 
(2015)

.89 (PoC/ 
White people) 
.89 (Homo
sexual/ 
heterosexual 
people)

...make a positive comment about [PoC/homosexual 
people] in a comment (e.g., express understanding or 
support).

...by liking or disliking other comments, make clear your 
positive attitude towards the [PoC/homosexual person]?

...sharing the article on social media while speaking pos-
itively about [PoC/homosexual people].

Willingness for 
further contact 
with the out-
group

I would look around at the official profiles of [PoC/ho-
mosexual people] on social media to learn more about 
their situation.

1 (do not agree at all) – 
5 (totally agree)

Hässler et al., 
2020; Jost et al., 
2012; Mazziotta 
et al., 2011

.91 (PoC/
White people) 
.92 (Homo
sexual/ 
heterosexual 
people)

I would look around at websites of associations of [PoC/
homosexual people] to learn more about their interests.

I would donate money to a campaign that advocates for 
equal rights for [PoC/homosexual people].

I would protest along with [PoC/homosexual people] to 
advocate for more justice.

I would share posts on social media to support equal 
rights for [PoC/homosexual people]

I would sign an online petition to support action against 
the unfair treatment of [PoC/homosexual people]

I would attend a cultural event organized by an associa-
tion/club of [PoC/homosexual people].
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Measure Dimension Items Scale Source Cronbach‘s α
Social change 
motivation

I don’t see the need to improve the position [PoC/homo-
sexual people]*

1 (do not agree at all) – 
5 (totally agree)

Esses & Dividio, 
2002; Glasford & 
Dividio, 2011; 
Mazziotta et al., 
2011; Saguy et 
al., 2009; Vezzali 
et al., 2014

.91 (PoC/
White people) 
.90 (Homo
sexual/ 
heterosexual 
people)

I support legislation that would guarantee [PoC/homo-
sexual persons] equal employment opportunities with 
[White/straight persons].

I wish [PoC/homosexual persons] and [White/straight 
persons] were more equal.

Right now, I’m very motivated to change inequalities be-
tween [PoC/homosexual persons] and [White/straight 
persons].

I think that I should participate in activities/actions for 
equal rights for [PoC/homosexual persons] and [White/
straight persons].

I would be happy to work with [PoC/homosexual peo-
ple].

I would love for a [PoC/homosexual person] to move 
into my neighborhood.

I think I would be fine with a [PoC/homosexual person] 
on staff.
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Measure Dimension Items Scale Source Cronbach‘s α
Approval of 
political de-
mands of the 
outgroup

The government must ensure that… 1 (do not agree at all) – 
5 (totally agree)

.92 (PoC/
White people) 
.90 (Homo
sexual/ 
heterosexual 
people)

...sufficient psychological counseling services are provid-
ed to address the concerns of [PoC/homosexual people] 
to ensure the mental health of [PoC/homosexual people].

...all employers are legally obliged to counteract forms 
of discrimination against [PoC/homosexual people] in 
the workplace.

...hate crime against [PoC/homosexual people] is fought 
harder at the political level.

...the teaching of respect for different ways of life is inte-
grated into the school program.

...that journalists are offered training in order to report 
more sensitively about [PoC/homosexual people] in the 
media.

...more seats in the parliament will be given to [PoC/ho-
mosexual people].
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Table S2. Mean values and standard deviations of dependent variables for positive and negative contact with outgroups

Outgroup homosexual people Outgroup people of color

Positive contact Negative contact Positive contact Negative contact

Empathy 3.22 (2.06) 3.50 (1.90) 3.53 (1.87) 3.96 (1.84)

Perspective-taking 3.27 (1.14) 3.21 (1.03) 3.02 (1.02) 3.21 (0.97)

Willingness for further contact 2.67 (1.19) 2.60 (1.12) 2.50 (1.12) 2.67 (1.07)

Willingness to speak up 2.49 (1.41) 2.42 (1.18) 2.32 (1.15) 2.58 (1.29)

Support for political demands 3.78 (1.01) 3.60 (0.97) 3.51 (1.06) 3.72 (1.01)

Social change motivation 3.60 (0.91) 3.57 (0.99) 3.50 (0.96) 3.70 (0.96)

Table S3. Associations between intergroup contact and emotions

Dependent variable Model 1
Intergroup contact 

(1 = positive contact/0 = negative contact)
Homosexual people as outgroup

Model 2
Intergroup contact 

(1 = positive contact/0 = negative contact)
People of color as outgroup

B SE β LL UL p B SE β LL UL p

Empathy -.27 .25 -.07 -.245 .781 .287 -.43 .24 -.12 .000 .894 .068

Perspective-taking -.05 .14 .02 -.305 .243 .733 -.22 .13 -.12 -.066 .467 .094

Notes. Two models are shown: Homosexual people as outgroup (n = 238)/People of color as outgroup (n = 239) Significant effects were tested with bootstrap (1000 
samples) and are shown in bold.
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Figure S1. Stimulus material for PoC as outgroup (positive and negative intergroup contact)

 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


135

Bruns/Scheper/Meltzer﻿﻿﻿﻿ | Flattering compliments and savage insults

Figure S2. Stimulus material for homosexual persons as outgroup (positive and negative 
intergroup contact)
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Content, motives, ethics: How are psychologists and 
psychotherapists representing themselves on Instagram?

Themen, Motive, Ethik: Wie präsentieren sich Psycholog:innen und 
Psychotherapeut:innen auf Instagram? 

Laura-Maria Altendorfer

Abstract: Psychological professionals are increasingly using social media for digital health 
promotion, disseminating psychoeducational content and correcting inaccurate and mis-
leading information. In this context, psychologists and psychotherapists face various chal-
lenges. Research on their professional presence and communication on social media is still 
limited. This study examines how psychologists and psychotherapists present themselves 
on Instagram, what motives can be inferred from their profiles and content, which content 
types dominate and to what extent ethical and professional regulations are apparent. Us-
ing qualitative content analysis, 20 Instagram profile descriptions with 254 story highlights 
from German-based psychologists and psychotherapists were systematically analyzed. Re-
sults indicate that both professional groups present themselves differently and address dif-
ferent topics. Psychologists tend to focus more on self-promotion, positioning themselves 
as experts and advertising their services, with personal and professional content often 
overlapping. Their content is dominated by everyday topics like sleep problems, exam anx-
iety or relationships, primarily aimed at lay audiences. Psychotherapists also target profes-
sional peers and emphasize their professional role, providing information about psycho-
therapy, expert recommendations and support resources while offering fewer personal 
insights. Both groups are actively engaged in psychoeducational work and educational 
outreach. Overall, there is a strong emphasis on community engagement and interaction. 
Ethical and professional references are only sporadically found in analyzed Instagram pro-
files. Findings offer relevant implications for science and practice regarding psychologists’ 
and psychotherapists’ professional self-presentation on Instagram.

Keywords: Psychology, digital communication, social media communication, psychoeduca-
tion, professional ethics

Zusammenfassung: Psychologische Fachkräfte nutzen zunehmend soziale Medien zur digi-
talen Gesundheitsförderung, Vermittlung psychoedukativer Inhalte und Bekämpfung von 
Fehlinformationen. Psycholog:innen und Psychotherapeut:innen stehen in diesem Zusam-
menhang vor verschiedenen Herausforderungen. Forschung zu ihrer professionellen Prä-
senz und Kommunikation in sozialen Medien ist bislang begrenzt. Diese Studie untersucht, 
wie sich Psycholog:innen und Psychotherapeut:innen auf Instagram präsentieren, welche 
Motive sich aus ihren Profilen und Inhalten ableiten lassen, welche Inhalte dominieren und 
inwieweit ethische sowie berufsrechtliche Rahmenbedingungen erkennbar sind. Mittels ei-
ner qualitativen Inhaltsanalyse wurden 20 Instagram-Profilbeschreibungen mit insgesamt 

Kopfzeile 1: Full Paper 
Kopfzeile 2: Altendorfer | Psychologists and psychotherapists on Instagram
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254 Story-Highlights von Psycholog:innen und Psychotherapeut:innen aus Deutschland 
systematisch ausgewertet. Die Ergebnisse weisen darauf hin, dass sich die Berufsgruppen 
unterschiedlich präsentieren und ihre Themen differieren. Psycholog:innen legen den Fokus 
stärker auf Selbstvermarktung, Expertenpositionierung und Bewerbung eigener Angebote, 
wobei persönliche und berufliche Inhalte teilweise verschwimmen. Inhaltlich dominieren 
Alltagsthemen, die primär auf ein Laienpublikum ausgerichtet sind, wie z. B. Schlafproble-
me, Prüfungsangst oder Beziehungen. Psychotherapeut:innen wenden sich auch an 
Fachkolleg:innen und betonen ihre berufliche Rolle. Sie bieten Informationen rund um 
Psychotherapie, Fachempfehlungen und Unterstützungsressourcen, während persönliche 
Einblicke seltener sind. Beide Gruppen engagieren sich für psychoedukative Inhalte und 
Aufklärungsarbeit. Insgesamt liegt ein Schwerpunkt auf dem Engagement und der Interak-
tion mit der Community. Ethische und berufsrechtliche Hinweise finden sich nur vereinzelt 
auf den untersuchten Instagram-Profilen. Die Ergebnisse bieten relevante Implikationen für 
Wissenschaft und Praxis hinsichtlich der professionellen Selbstdarstellung von 
Psycholog:innen und Psychotherapeut:innen auf Instagram.

Schlagwörter: Psychologie, digitale Kommunikation, Kommunikation in sozialen Medien, 
Psychoedukation, Berufsethik

1. 	 Introduction

Psychological topics are highly popular on social media. On Instagram, #psycholo-
gy has 15.8 million posts and #mentalhealth has 64.8 million posts (March 2, 
2026). For young people in particular, these topics play an important role in vari-
ous facets (Pretorius et al., 2019), but there is also a growing societal openness to-
ward the destigmatization of mental illness and emphasizing the relevance of men-
tal health (Schomerus et al., 2023). 

While social media offers opportunities for health communication and sharing 
information about mental health (Pretorius et al., 2022; Salaschek & Bonfadelli, 
2020), there are notable challenges, particularly regarding content quality. Heimes 
(2023) critizes that many communicators dealing with mental health issues have 
little to no professional training in this area. Their content sometimes leads to dan-
gerous self-diagnoses, especially for people looking for solutions (Gansner, 2022; 
Heimes, 2023; Monteith et al., 2024). Expert presence on these platforms is seen as 
crucial for ensuring the availability of evidence-based information (Peterson et al., 
2019; Samuel et al., 2021).

Studies indicate a growing use of social media by qualified healthcare professio-
nals (Basch et al., 2022; Chen & Wang, 2021), which is a positive development 
considering the circulation of misinformation (Bhargava et al., 2023; Heiss et al., 
2024). In the psychological field, a growing number of psychologists and psycho-
therapists are actively engaging on social media and, intentionally or not, becoming 
influencers for mental health (White & Hanley, 2023). Their self-presentation and 
content may shape public understanding of mental health, psychotherapy or the 
role of mental health professionals (Greene et al., 2025). In the USA, the trend of 
“insta-therapists” has gained momentum, with accounts garnering vast amounts of 
followers (June 2019; McCarthy, 2019). The New York Times explains this in part 
by offering the right approach and free services for the “therapy generation” (June 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


140 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

2019). German media also report on so-called “therapy influencers” committed to 
destigmatizing, reducing fears or educating on social media (Pleiss, 2019; Windmül-
ler, 2020). 

Professionals’ social media presence does not automatically lead to reach or im-
pact. Their social media activities must align with the demands and dynamics of 
each platform for content to become visible to users. A theoretical foundation for 
this is provided by the concept of affordances (Bucher & Helmond, 2017; Evans et 
al., 2017), which in communication-focused social media research refers to possibi-
lities for action arising from interplay between platform architecture, usage practi-
ces, social contexts and individual perceptions. One example is (visual) self-presen-
tation on Instagram, which can enhance visibility and interaction within the social 
media community. The strategies required on social media to generate visibility and 
attention can be problematic for psychologists and psychotherapists due to their 
professional integrity (Heimes, 2023).

Data on how psychologists and psychotherapists design their online presence is 
lacking (Strobl et al., 2023). Previous studies have focused on “mental health pro-
fessionals” (e.g., Pretorius et al., 2022; Wardi-Zonna et al., 2020) and include vari-
ous professional groups, e.g., social workers or counselors, under this umbrella 
term. Limited literature addresses psychological psychotherapists (Greene et al., 
2025; Heimes, 2023; Strobl et al., 2023; Vaz & Mori, 2023). This study focuses on 
psychologists and psychotherapists, as these groups have clearly defined, distinguis-
hable qualifications and roles in Germany. “Psychologist” requires a master’s or di-
ploma degree in psychology (DGPs, 2022). “Psychotherapist” requires a certificate 
as a “psychological psychotherapist” to authorize diagnosing mental illnesses and 
carrying out therapies (PsychThG, 2019). Both differ from psychiatrists, who are 
medical doctors prescribing medication. These differences are not only reflected in 
their work but also in the respective professional legal frameworks, responsibilities 
and communication patterns. It seems sensible to consider psychologists and psy-
chotherapists together, as they may pursue similar communication and self-presen-
tation strategies on social media.

To date, no empirical studies have systematically examined how these two pro-
fessional groups in Germany use Instagram and represent themselves. Considering 
the public interest in psychological topics and high user engagement on the plat-
form, this study aims to address this gap.

1.1 	 Professional motives and self-presentation of mental health professionals on 
social media

Despite the growing presence of psychologists and psychotherapists on social me-
dia, systematic research on their professional motives for using these platforms re-
mains limited. Existing findings point to various distinct motives and practices, 
with marketing as a central theme. A key concept is personal branding, describing 
targeted development and presentation of a personal, publicly visible identity, in 
which people shape their digital self-image to present themselves in a positive light 
(Jacobson, 2020). According to Danielsen et al. (2024, p. 2), self-presentation on 
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social media encompasses various forms of expression, including “presenting and 
sharing self-made content, posting personal opinions, sharing online content of in-
terest and ‘selfies’ and pictures.” Social media affordances enable users to select and 
stage content in a controlled manner, enabling a self-presentation others observe, 
evaluate and interpret. Social media becomes a strategic self-marketing tool. Psy-
chologists and psychotherapists can generate attention for their work, enhance 
their expertise and visibility and ensure the economic stability of their practice (Hy-
nes et al., 2023; Smith et al., 2023; Triplett et al., 2022). 

Another motive is expanding professional networks and participation in educa-
tional or policy-related discussions (Heimes, 2023). Psychologists and psychothera-
pists use social media to increase their profession’s visibility or specialty and con-
nect with colleagues. In healthcare, social media is discussed as a beneficial tool for 
professional development, networking, mentoring and advocacy. Using social me-
dia for professional purposes can facilitate greater access to relevant information 
(Utz & Breuer, 2016), and strategic networking improves long-term information 
exchange. In an interview study (Stevens & Al-Abbadey, 2024), psychologists re-
ported networking, exchange with practitioners or communities and obtaining di-
verse perspectives as advantages. Experience exchange proved helpful in assessing 
challenges encountered in their own daily practice. Some respondents stated they 
experienced social media as “poison” for their own mental health, citing distorted 
perspectives, reduced self-esteem, anxiety or helplessness as negative aspects.

Psychologists and psychotherapists also use social media to communicate psy-
chological topics and promote mental health education. Pretorius et al. (2022) 
highlight variation of content format and focus across different platforms. They 
analyzed Mental Health Influencer (MHI) accounts on TikTok (28) and Instagram 
(22), mostly from the USA, defined as “mental health professionals”. Most content 
was classified as educational content related to psychoeducation, with TikTok focu-
sing on specific health problems and Instagram on personal growth. On TikTok, 
mental health literacy was often promoted by discussing symptoms of disorders 
such as depression, helping audiences recognize these conditions. Instagram priori-
tized content providing knowledge about self-treatment and self-help strategies. 
Promotional posts comprised 28% of Instagram content vs. less than 3% of TikTok 
posts.

Based on initial empirical findings, the first research questions are formulated as 
follows: 

RQ1: How do psychologists and psychotherapists present themselves on In-
stagram?

RQ2: What motives do psychologists and psychotherapists pursue with their 
presence on Instagram?

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


142 SCM, 15. Jg., 1/2026 

FULL PAPER

1.2 	 Professional frameworks for the social media use by psychologists and 
psychotherapists

It is important to clearly distinguish social media activities from the telepsychologi-
cal work of psychologists and psychotherapists (Smith et al., 2023). Telepsychology 
includes psychological services provided via telecommunication technologies (APA, 
2024) and has experienced a strong increase, especially during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, e.g., through video chats. While social media can be technologically catego-
rized as telepsychology, it differs in purpose: Telepsychology is intended for thera-
peutic treatments, whereas social media is limited to conveying psychological 
content and should not include therapeutic interventions (Smith et al., 2023).

It can be postulated that professional attitudes should also be maintained in on-
line settings, especially by therapists, as their social media presence can evoke simi-
lar expectations and projections as encountered in a real therapeutic relationship 
(Neumann et al., 2022). The regulation of psychological professions must also 
strike a balance between autonomy, protection of the public interest and individual 
professional judgment. Broad professional diversity, the ongoing evolution of social 
media and other social, geographical or political factors must also be considered 
(Drude & Messer-Engel, 2021). Various professional societies have published gui-
delines and recommendations on social media use addressing these complexities 
(APA, 2021; BDP, 2011; DGPs, 2022; VFP, n.d.). Despite such guidelines, disparities 
in professionalism of social media appearances persist (Heimes, 2023), leaving 
room for individual interpretations and entailing the risk of misinterpretation 
(White & Hanley, 2023; Yaqub, 2022). This primarily concerns questions of perso-
nal or professional boundaries and when these may be crossed. Social media profi-
les should contain disclaimers and information on the limits of interactions on the-
se platforms (Triplett et al., 2022). 

Yaqub (2022) highlights the lack of consensus among psychological experts re-
garding appropriate and safe social media use. There are shortcomings in training 
related to social media skills. Criticism centers on ethical concerns, e.g., awareness 
of a potential influencer role and the associated exertion of influence. Issues like 
conflicts of interest due to parasocial relationships, integrity, risk management or 
maintaining confidentiality are also critically discussed (Pretorius et al., 2022; Tri-
plett et al., 2022; White & Hanley, 2023). 

Wardi-Zonna et al. (2020) underline that mental health professionals must pay 
attention to the separation between private and professional areas. An online con-
nection could promote access to personal information and lead to the loss of this 
boundary. In a survey of n = 116 therapists, the authors were able to determine that 
around 91% of respondents use social media for private or professional purposes 
and report (despite protecting their data) experiences with problematic situations, 
e.g., threats by clients or inadvertently publishing sensitive client information. Most 
respondents (60%) also expressed ethical concerns social media use could have 
unintended consequences for the therapeutic relationship, e.g., due to false impres-
sions of the therapist by clients. For practitioners, self-presentation in social media 
may become a risk factor for influencing patients or affecting the therapeutic relati-
onship (Baier, 2019; Heimes, 2023; Wardi-Zonna et al., 2020). It should be noted 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2026-1 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


143

Altendorfer﻿﻿﻿﻿ | Psychologists and psychotherapists on Instagram

that patients may do research on social media about the therapist as a person and 
their values out of curiosity, eliminating the need for direct questioning (Kaluzevici-
ute, 2020). Kolmes and Taube (2016) show that many patients search online for 
information about their psychotherapists beyond professional qualifications and 
experience, e.g., marital status. It appears that only around a third of patients (n = 
332) disclose the discoveries to therapists. Although positive effects such as increa-
sed trust or identification with the therapist have been observed, patients report 
negative effects like guilt. Knox et al. (2020) point to stressful emotions in clients 
and discomfort in therapists and emphasize the need for therapists to openly dis-
cuss possible boundary transgressions and confidentiality issues on social media 
with their clients. Neumann et al. (2022) explain that clients interpret therapists’ 
social media posts from their own perspective and ask themselves, e.g., whether the 
content refers to them personally or they should feel addressed. This can lead to 
perceiving a breach of trust and feeling reprimanded or, more positively, flattered, 
which might impact the therapy.

Such discussions are followed by requirements like anchoring the handling of 
online presences in therapeutic training or considering and updating the constant 
changes in and through social media in the corresponding guidelines (Strobl et al., 
2023; White & Hanley, 2023).

Due to the described risks regarding data protection, role confusion and potenti-
al boundary violations, the question arises as to what extent professional and ethi-
cal guidelines are visibly followed by psychologists and psychotherapists on Insta-
gram. Based on this, the third research question is formulated as follows:

RQ3: To what extent and in what ways are professional and ethical stan-
dards visible in psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ Instagram presence?

1.3 	 Effects of social media content of mental health professionals

Psychologists and psychotherapists can play important roles in enhancing mental 
health literacy (Pretorius et al., 2022). This includes knowledge about the develop-
ment, maintenance and promotion of mental health as well as mental illness and 
treatment options or prevention. Higher health literacy is associated with higher life 
satisfaction, and a better mental health status is associated with positive health be-
haviors (König et al., 2023). A review of digital mental health interventions shows 
that they are most successful when evidence-based, interactive and tailored to spe-
cific population groups (Brijnath et al., 2016). Social media communication enables 
this target group-specific approach and interaction (Gust, 2024). The low barrier to 
accessing information through these platforms is a significant advantage. Educatio-
nal work by therapists can help destigmatize and reduce fears about psychotherapy 
(Pleiss, 2019; Windmüller, 2020).

In psychoeducation, information about diagnoses, disorders and treatments, as 
well as knowledge transfer and information exchange for and with affected indivi-
duals are essential in many treatments and interventions (Mühlig & Jacobi, 2020). 
Nevertheless, any intervention may also entail undesirable side effects (Hayes & 
Za’ba, 2022). A professional statement by the German Psychological Association 
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(BDP) points out that a lack of comprehensive information on reactions, causes or 
symptoms can lead to misunderstandings, false self-diagnoses or fears on social 
media (BDP, 2023). Brief health information rarely provides a complete overview, 
which is not apparent to those seeking help. Foulkes and Andrews (2023) propose 
the so-called “prevalence inflation hypothesis”: Measures for awareness-raising, 
education and destigmatization of mental health or illness might increase mental 
health problems. While they help people recognize mental illness and seek help, 
mild or transient symptoms may be over-interpreted. Mild anxiety, a normal reac-
tion, could be interpreted as an anxiety disorder and, in the worst case, lead to an 
actual anxiety disorder. Chandra (2019) discusses that psychological content may 
prompt affected individuals to spend more time on social media, potentially nega-
tively impacting their health.

Green (2024) analyzed TikTok videos from therapists in mental health care and 
found that they provided direct and indirect support. Psychoeducation and offering 
validation or affirmations are classified as direct support. Indirect support occurs 
through normalization of therapy and humanization of the therapist. Green conclu-
des that fears of therapy can be reduced in this way. 

Avella (2023) shows that therapists on TikTok use platform-typical devices to 
strategically leverage the algorithm and achieve greater reach. Popularity and user 
interaction significantly influence which content is disseminated and how mental 
health and therapy are perceived through the algorithm’s influence. Kaluzeviciute 
(2020) notes that psychoanalytic psychotherapists have lower online presence than 
other therapeutic specialties, as different views on therapeutic anonymity are gene-
rally prevalent.

The tension between professional self-presentation, ethical requirements and 
content orientation raises the question of what content psychologists and psycho-
therapists provide on their social media accounts. Against this background, this 
study pursues the following research question:

RQ4: What topics dominate on psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ Insta-
gram accounts?

2. 	 Methods

A qualitative content analysis of German psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ Ins-
tagram accounts was conducted. Qualitative content analysis is a proven method 
for examining social media content (Tudehope et al., 2024) and enables open, ex-
ploratory topic analysis (Mayring, 2022). Kuckartz’s (2018) approach offers a the-
ory-driven yet open method, allowing direct work with the material and systematic 
analysis of large qualitative datasets. This was particularly suitable for the present 
study as both profile descriptions and story highlights were included in the sample. 
The aim was to capture explicit and implicit forms of self-presentation and content 
and to gain a comprehensive picture of psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ self-
presentation on social media. The analyzed content represented an extensive, hete-
rogeneous database that could be adequately structured and evaluated following 
the approach of structuring content analysis described by Kuckartz (2018).
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2.1 	 Sample

For sampling, a new Instagram account was created to avoid biases due to algo-
rithms and previous searches. The Sampling Unit consists of German psychologists’ 
and psychotherapists’ Instagram accounts. Instagram is the most frequently used 
network in Germany (Müller, 2024), where interest in psychological topics is high, 
as shown above. Through combinations of image, text and story formats, the plat-
form offers a wide range of opportunities for staging, personalization and interac-
tion as well as enabling specific insights into users’ motives, role perceptions and 
professional positioning. For practical research reasons, Instagram is also ideal, as 
public accounts can be identified thematically using hashtags.

Figure 1 illustrates the sampling process with relevant inclusion and exclusion 
criteria for the Units of Analysis. First, Instagram’s search function was used to 
search for the terms “psychologist”, “psychotherapist” and “psychotherapy”. This 
ensured focus on the professional occupational groups’ demarcation described in 
the introduction. The sample included all profiles that 
(1)	 had at least 1,000 followers. This number is based on common influencer typo-

logy definitions, where so-called “micro-influencers” have at least 1,000 follo-
wers (Borges-Tiago, 2023), ensuring the selected accounts have certain reach 
and potential visibility in public communication.

(2)	 displayed posts in the feed, indicating active use of the account. 
(3)	 had a German-language account and were active in Germany, restricting the 

sample to Germany.
(4)	 were authorized to use the title “psychologist” or “psychotherapist”, with web 

searches, e.g., on persona websites or LinkedIn profiles, conducted for verifica-
tion.

Figure 1. Overview of sampling and definition of analysis units

Psychological psychotherapists in training were excluded, as the level of training is 
not always visible in the profile. Community accounts or profiles of institutions, 
clinics or therapists’ offices were also excluded to capture individual self-presentati-
on. 
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Finally, the Coded Segment contains profile descriptions and story highlights, 
summarized in written form, as these two elements represent central aspects of the 
self-presentation. Instagram advises, “Fans get to know you through your bio, high-
lights and profile picture and decide to follow you” (Creators Instagram, 2024). An 
Instagram profile description consists of username, followers and posts count, pro-
file name, sector (e.g., “psychotherapist”), short description and sometimes links or 
other elements like broadcast channels. Story highlights, permanently visible collec-
tions of stories bundled thematically, are located below the profile description. 
When a story highlight is selected, the saved content plays in the typical story for-
mat. Users see a sequential display of images or videos in full-screen mode.

In total, the 20 accounts in the sample contain 20 profile descriptions and 254 
story highlights. Story highlights included a total of 5,162 stories (2,894 by psycho-
therapists & 2,268 by psychologists). Profile descriptions were collected on 28 June 
2024 and saved as screenshots. Story highlights were viewed between 28 June and 
1 July 2024 and summarized as text according to these guidelines: All stories were 
viewed entirely and then summarized in short text form (e.g., story highlight “Time 
to listen?”, PT_11: “Podcast recommendations for podcasts by others or with own 
participation”2). The dominant topic was noted, even for thematically mixed sto-
ries. The summary was intended to provide an overview of the story highlights. 
Specific aspects, details or examples were only emphasized if necessary for under-
standing or when highlighted (e.g., story highlight “help”, PT_6: “Information 
about help centers/crisis services or advice centers, especially for specific events (Co-
rona, flood)”).

The selection process was based on the theoretical sampling of Grounded Theo-
ry (Glaser & Strauss, 1998), according to which it was initially left open in the 
sense of theoretical saturation (i.e., the inclusion of further profiles would not have 
provided any additional insights) whether the 20 profiles and story highlights were 
sufficient for gaining insights. This saturation was achieved during the coding pro-
cess after evaluating 10 profiles of psychotherapists and psychologists. The 10 psy-
chotherapists have an average of 16,296 followers (range: 1,484–46,500), and the 
10 psychologists have a group average of 71,730 followers (range: 1,625–321,000).

2.2 	Codebook

Following Kuckartz (2018), the category development was carried out in multiple 
stages with increasing focus and iterative reflection on the entire material. Particu-
lar attention was given to appropriate selectivity and a comprehensive category 
system. The codebook was repeatedly tested on the material, and new aspects emer-
ging from the data, which were not captured by the deductive categories, were in-
cluded inductively.

Main categories were initially formed deductively (except C5 “Support and com-
munity”) based on the previously presented literature review. C1 “Profile informa-
tion” was derived from Instagram’s structural and functional design and analyzes 

1	 PT = Psychotherapist, PL = Psychologist
2	 profile content was originally in German and has been translated into English
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profile descriptions. C2 and C3 were developed based on RQ3 and relate to the 
tension between private and professional insights into psychologists’ and psycho-
therapists’ content (Heimes, 2023; Vaz & Mori, 2023). C4 addresses the question 
of what information or psychoeducational elements are conveyed (Greene et al., 
2025; Pretorius et al., 2022). C5 was formed inductively after it became evident 
that the content of the story highlights strongly focused on community interaction 
and mutual support. C6 was deductively derived based on the framework condi-
tions presented in Chapter 1.2. C7 addresses the question from RQ2 regarding the 
motives for social media use by psychologists and psychotherapists (Heimes, 2023; 
Hynes et al., 2023; Smith et al., 2023; Triplett et al., 2022). 

The subcategories were partly developed deductively (e.g., for C1 or C6), but 
most emerged inductively from the analysis material. An example is “Insights into 
one’s media presence” (C2.5), which was formulated because many story highlights 
included media reports about the individual. Another example is “Practical tips and 
exercises” (C5.2), as these were addressed and offered in numerous story highlights.

Table 1 provides an overview of the main and subcategories. For each category, 
a definition, coding rule and anchor example from the material were developed.

Table 1. Overview category system

C1 Profile informa-
tion

C2 Profession-related 
content

C3 Personal insights 
and private self-dis-
closure

C4 Information and knowl-
edge transfer

C1.1 Profile name
C1.2 Sector 
C1.3 Links
C1.4 Profile descrip-
tion content
C1.5 Professional or 
ethical guidelines

C2.1 Practice
C2.2 Therapy infor-
mation (own servic-
es)
C2.3 Insights into 
the professional field
C2.4 Own projects 
and services
C2.5 Insights into 
one’s media presence

C3.1 Biographical 
information
C3.2 Personal expe-
riences and subjec-
tive insights or rec-
ommendations
C3.3 Glimpses into 
private life

C4.1 Recommendations of 
specialist literature or media
C4.2 Psychoeducation on 
mental disorders and illness-
es
C4.3 Critique and aware-
ness-raising
C4.4 Information about psy-
chotherapy
C4.5 Psychological perspec-
tives on everyday topics

C5 Support and  
community

C6 Professional or 
ethical guidelines

C7 Motives for use C8 Miscellaneous

C5.1 Community 
interaction and en-
gagement
C5.2 Practical tips 
and exercises (com-
munity-based)
C5.3 References to 
support resources

C6.1 Professional or 
ethical frameworks 
(e.g., disclaimers, 
statements about the 
limitations of social 
media interactions 
and educational ef-
forts in this context)

C7.1 Content that 
indicates the pur-
pose and goals of 
the account (e.g., 
statements suggest-
ing that the content 
is intended to des-
tigmatize or provide 
educational infor-
mation)

Story highlights are coded 
under C8 if the content can-
not be assigned to any other 
category.
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2.3 	Data analysis

The material was coded by a single researcher. The analysis was conducted in two 
parts: Profile description screenshots were manually coded using Excel, and the 
written summaries of story highlights were also coded manually with computer 
assistance using MAXQDA (Version 2024, Release 24.3.0), due to the larger 
amount of data.

After finalizing the codebook, relevant terms and phrases from profile informa-
tion and story highlight summaries were assigned to the appropriate categories. 
Data were initially analyzed descriptively using quantitative functions (e.g., fre-
quency analyses, code matrix) and visualized, followed by in-depth qualitative 
interpretation. Both groups (psychologists and psychotherapists) were compared 
at individual category levels, and thematic fields, patterns or relationships were 
identified.

The material was reviewed multiple times, and coding was checked at the end 
of the process in terms of intracoder reliability. Two randomly selected profiles 
were reviewed for a re-test (Mayring, 2022), revealing high consensus with the 
initial coding.

3. 	 Findings

3.1 	 Profile information as a digital business card – Between professional infor-
mation and promotion

Profile information, like user or profile name and profile description, is usually 
the first relevant information source for Instagram users. The analysis of these 
elements indicates that psychologists and psychotherapists use profile compo-
nents for professional positioning and promotion. Profile names often combine 
first and last names with a professional title or academic degree, communicating 
a clear professional identity. While psychotherapists usually categorize themselves 
as “psychotherapist”, psychologists show greater variety in designations like 
“blogger” or “public figure”. These self-positionings indicate different strategic 
positioning (e.g., personal branding) and provide initial insights into the manner 
of self-presentation (RQ1) and possible motives (RQ2).

Profiles also contain links, often to their own website, imprints or social media 
channels. Hashtags are used to emphasize topics (RQ4), e.g., #lgbtqapluscommu-
nity (PL_9) or #mentalhealth destigmatization (PL_3). The promotional nature of 
various profiles is striking: Beyond links to their own products, like books or live 
shows, there are direct calls to action, like “Order now!” (PT_9) or “Get tickets” 
(PL_5), which are more dominant in psychotherapists’ profiles. 

Psychotherapists mention their specialties (e.g., behavioral therapy) and quali-
fications in their profile description, while psychologists highlight additional roles 
like podcaster or author. Private information, such as references to motherhood 
(PT_2, PL_2, PL_7), complements profile descriptions in some cases. Information 
about the account’s motives (RQ2) mainly appears in psychologists’ profile de-
scriptions, although no clear patterns can be identified here. Examples include 
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“Sharing knowledge and inspiration” (PL_2) or “Parenting tips for more serenity 
and joie de vivre” (PL_7). Psychotherapists seem to focus more on information 
about their qualifications and own products. Only two psychotherapist accounts 
include information classified as professional and ethical (RQ3). PT_7 notes she 
does not engage in any collaborations. PT_10’s profile states “no counseling or 
treatment on Instagram”.

3.2 	Analysis of the story highlights as extended information on self-presentation 
and thematic focus

3.2.1 	 Profession-related content

Both groups’ story highlights show a variety of profession-related content. This 
refers to content related to the professional role and activity, distinct from private 
content (see below). 

Examples include visual impressions of practice rooms or one’s own therapeu-
tic services presentation; complemented, e.g., by information on available therapy 
places. Specific insights into therapy or counseling are also provided, e.g., “Ques-
tions that I routinely discuss when dealing with fatigue in practice” (PT_7) or in-
formation about individual steps from the initial contact to counseling contract 
conclusion (PL_8). 

Story highlights are also used to present the respective professional profile, 
with psychologists in particular conveying a highly diverse range of impressions. 
They show a wider range of content, like impressions of public appearances, me-
dia events and their own workshops or online courses. Cross-promotion can of-
ten be found in this context, e.g., for podcasts or own merchandise products. 
Some provide training insights and further education, such as PL_3’s hypnosis 
training. The focus seems to be on positioning oneself as an expert. Followers do 
not always understand psychologists’ job descriptions, as the example of PL_10 
shows. In the “Q&A” story highlight, when asked about her main occupation, she 
replies: 

I am a psychologist full-time (I have a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree in 
psychology) and share my psychological expertise with you out there in a 
variety of ways: as an author, podcaster, science journalist, content creator, 
speaker, etc. (PL_10)

Psychotherapists’ content provides more direct information about the therapist’s 
job description and training path, including personal insights. PT_7 openly exp-
lains her profession in the story highlight “Being a PT” and answers why she 
chose it, what characteristics psychotherapists have and don’t. She addresses pre-
judices and shares personal experiences responding to questions such as “How 
does it feel for you when someone cries a lot? What does that do to you?” (PT_7). 
Psychotherapists also share impressions of events, though more profession-rela-
ted, including participation in the German Psychotherapists’ Congress (PT_8) or 
a school lecture (PT_1). The findings illustrate both professional groups presen-
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ting their roles in different ways (RQ1) and what motives (e.g. emphasizing ex-
pertise or raising awareness) can be derived (RQ2).

3.2.2 	Personal insights and private self-disclosure

Content containing personal insights or private self-disclosure can be divided into 
biographical information, subjective experience reports, insights or recommenda-
tions and private life insights. Such content is shared, e.g., in story highlights like 
“About me” (e.g., PL_8) or in “Q&A highlights” (e.g., PT_1) but also scattered 
throughout other story highlights. The findings provide insights into self-presen-
tation (RQ1) and topics (RQ4).
•	 Biographical insights: Both groups provide biographical information, e.g., 

professional careers, language skills or stays abroad. PL_5 tells users she 
spent a year in New York as an au pair after high school, speaks fluent Russi-
an, but has German nationality. Questions about one’s qualifications and ca-
reer decisions are also answered. PT_1 shares she chose depth psychology due 
to positive experiences as a former patient.

•	 Subjective experience reports, insights or recommendations: Reports on per-
sonal mental disorders or illnesses (e.g., emetophobia, tinnitus) or insecurities 
(e.g., body image, perfectionism, panic attacks) are shared. Private trips or 
retreats like Ayurveda stays are discussed, often with explanations or recom-
mendations. There are also recommendations, e.g., for books from one’s own 
collection (PL_3) or other Instagram accounts (PT_7).

•	 Insights into private life: Many profiles show trips, parties or family impressi-
ons, often with personal anecdotes, like parental divorces or their own life 
goals. Followers also seem to be interested in the clothing and styling of psy-
chologists and psychotherapists. PL_3 answers questions about her skincare 
products, shows beauty routines and favorite clothes and explains where she 
bought them (noting unpaid advertising). Photos and videos of pets or private 
living areas, such as the kitchen and living room, complement the insights.

It is noticeable that this personal content from psychotherapists is usually linked 
to educational or explanatory purposes, e.g., explaining disorders through perso-
nal examples. This emphasizes they use Instagram not only for self-expression but 
also for educational, reflective and sometimes taboo-breaking communication. 
Content combines knowledge transfer, personal openness and social familiarity. 
Subjective experiences explaining psychological phenomena (e.g., “I myself suffer 
from...”) demonstrate high authenticity and enable closeness in digital space. 
While this contributes to self-presentation by making them accessible experts 
(RQ1), these personal statements also provide information about motives (RQ2) 
and topics (RQ4): They can be interpreted as a tool for implementing motives like 
education or awareness-raising, addressing individual topics.
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3.2.3 	Topics and knowledge transfer

What content do psychologists and psychotherapists communicate on their social 
media profiles (RQ4)? Even though the qualitative study does not aim to analyze 
frequencies, quantitative code analysis allows us to identify possible thematic foci 
and differences without claiming to be representative. Story highlights analysis 
indicates psychotherapists post more balanced content overall. Only this group 
shares recommendations regarding professional literature or media (e.g., podcasts 
about psychoanalysis (PT_1) or other accounts about eating disorders, body 
image and psychotherapy (PT_9)), communicates information about psychothe-
rapy more frequently (e.g., information on capacities and cost coverage (PT_4) or 
long-term therapy application (PT_7)) and provides practical tips and exercises or 
help service information (e.g., crisis services and mental health hotlines). 

Psychologists seem to focus on presenting their own projects and services. They 
provide private life insights more frequently and focus more on everyday topics, 
i.e., content not addressing specific illnesses or disorders but approached from a 
psychological perspective (e.g., sleep problems, exam anxiety, intercultural relati-
onships). Considering self-presentation (RQ1), this could indicate psychothera-
pists defining their role more closely around clinical and therapeutic issues, while 
psychologists are more open to engaging in social media as entrepreneurial and 
consultative actors.

Presentations of their own projects and services account for most of the con-
tent for both groups. Community interaction and engagement are also predomi-
nant. This is shown by content-level evaluation, providing indicators of motives 
(RQ2) and topics (RQ4): Information is often provided in response to community 
questions, turning psychoeducation on Instagram into a dialogical format. This 
knowledge transfer constitutes another central focus of content that can be obser-
ved in both groups. Beyond explanations and definitions, information on studies, 
triggers, symptoms or therapy is often presented here, supplemented with tips or 
examples. Various profiles address depression, e.g., information about depression 
at the beginning of the year (PL_8) or links between sports, obesity and depressi-
on (PT_10). Educational work seems focused on clarifying differences between 
lay understanding and professional views. PT_10 presents a juxtaposition: “What 
many people believe is the cause of depression – What the actual causes are”. In 
this context, both psychologists and psychotherapists criticize pseudoscience in 
social media or media contributions and clarify dubious coaching programs or 
influencer content. PT_9 shares a follower’s story who experienced inappropriate 
behavior from an Instagram coach and explains how reputable coaches behave. 
Other topics include education on and critical classification of advertising con-
nected to mental health (“health scare advertising”, PT_7). This demonstrates a 
professional sense of responsibility beyond information transfer. Regarding RQ3, 
such practices could illustrate how ethical and professional standards are practi-
ced in social media context.
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3.2.4 	Social support and community

Both psychologists and psychotherapists engage in intensive exchange and fre-
quent communication with their followers or the community. This provides in-
sight into their topics (RQ4) and their motives (RQ2). Story highlights show 
questions are answered, discussions held and interactive surveys conducted. Com-
munity feedback is actively sought, e.g., when selecting topics. Private experiences 
or opinions of followers are included, respecting voluntary participation. This 
also includes recommendations, e.g., on films or books. It is emphasized that the-
se can be perceived differently by individuals, as PT_9 shows: 

Some movies may not be experienced as helpful by some individuals. 
Therefore, recommendations cannot be generalized. Everyone should as-
sess this for themselves. Recommendations come from the community for 
the community and it is, of course, possible that a movie is experienced as 
useful by someone and as triggering by someone else. So, see what’s right 
for you. (PT_9)

Regarding social media community support, two topics dominate: (1) Informati-
on on psychological help and support services; mainly provided by psychothera-
pists. Examples range from crisis services like telephone counseling to target 
group-specific services, e.g., for refugees. Sometimes this information is collected 
from the community and passed on. (2) Practical tips and exercises; shared by 
both groups, offering a variety of everyday or specific tips on topics like pro-
crastination, morning routines, self-reflection or coping with illness. Some contri-
butions are culturally or thematically specialized, such as tips for a good marriage 
in an Islamic context. Exercises for self-help, e.g., breathing or stabilization tech-
niques, complete the offerings. 

These focus areas illustrate that, beyond general psychological knowledge, 
concrete help and everyday support are offered. The aim is to promote self-effica-
cy and help people to help themselves. The analysis indicates that psychologists 
and psychotherapists engage in active, dialogical social support on social media 
platforms. Social support itself becomes a central communication topic on Insta-
gram (RQ4). Focus is on community interaction and building community sense, 
which can be a valuable resource. It can be assumed that both groups present 
themselves more as supportive companions than distant experts (RQ1) for diffe-
rent reasons (RQ2), such as empowering users or reducing barriers to psychologi-
cal help.

3.2.5 	Professional legal and ethical information

Compared to profile descriptions, story highlights include more detailed informa-
tion and statements on professional, legal and ethical issues (RQ3), but only on a 
few profiles. PT_1 emphasizes strict separation of her therapeutic and Instagram 
work. She points out requirements for professional boundaries and emphasizes 
patients’ content should not be made public. She urges her followers to only share 
reports if they feel safe and comfortable, drawing attention to the fact that many 
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people can read this content. She limits her role and clarifies she is a “psychody-
namic expert and not a psychotherapist” (PT_1) on Instagram. This boundary 
also appears in PL_8’s story, who explains that this is part of her self-care. She 
feels it is her duty “to regularly explain available options if prevention is no lon-
ger sufficient” (PL_8). 

PT_7 repeatedly points out that Instagram is not a substitute for psychothera-
py, and answers given in Q&A sessions serve as inspiration or reflection. She 
would not accept any professional requests on Instagram, e.g., for therapy or 
lectureships and would not enter collaborations. Another example is story high-
lights with disclaimers, e.g., for perfectionism and trauma or trigger warnings. 
When asked how she deals with patients seeing profile content, she replies: “If 
patients know about the profile here, then I address it openly, find a way to deal 
with it and also ask them to speak up if questions or conflicts arise” (PT_7).

Professional legal information is rare; only two profiles emphasize refusal to 
provide Instagram consulting or collaborations. Eight accounts have a blue verifi-
cation checkmark signaling authenticity.

3.2.6 	Motives for using Instagram

Only a few profiles explicitly address the basic motive behind their social media 
presence (RQ2). Information on account goals and intentions (e.g., “share know-
ledge and inspiration”, PL_2) is more likely formulated by psychologists in profi-
le descriptions. A recurring topic in story highlights is mental illness destigmatiza-
tion. PT_7 states she wants to talk about topics that fascinate her about her work 
and contribute to destigmatizing mental illness. 

Additional motives can be implicitly derived from content and target groups. 
Analysis indicates psychotherapists address different target groups: Professionals 
(e.g., information on the Psychotherapist Training Reform Act, education insights, 
specialist training information or discussions about therapy schools) and laypeo-
ple or patients (e.g., through mental illness information, aiming to reduce fears 
and prejudices or provide transparency about therapeutic procedures). This dual 
targeting allows deriving motives like knowledge transfer or psychoeducation, 
general education or orientation for mentally ill people. Other motives, such as 
professional self-positioning, expert exchange, networking or professional policy 
engagement, may also play a central role. 

For psychologists, the target group of their content appears more homogene-
ous and directed not at professionals but at a broader lay audience. PL_8 explains 
she wants to provide impulses and thought-provoking ideas for the personal de-
velopment of people of all ages. PL_5 focuses on family dynamics and offers free 
mental health videos aiming to break harmful patterns and promote positive 
health. Motives can be derived as providing low-threshold support and guidance 
while simultaneously positioning themselves as experts and coaches. Both groups 
could therefore also pursue the motive of potentially (indirectly) acquiring pati-
ents.
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4. 	 Discussion

Psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ social media presence remains largely unre-
gulated and unexplored (Strobl et al., 2023). Guidelines and recommendations 
for use are often criticized as too vague, causing misinterpretation and differences 
in professionalism (Heimes, 2023; White & Hanley, 2023; Yaqub, 2022). Previ-
ous studies focused on mental health professionals’ social media use in general, 
with few focusing on psychologists and psychotherapists (Heimes, 2023; Strobl et 
al., 2023; Vaz & Mori, 2023). This study addresses a research gap with a largely 
exploratory, partly deductive research design. To investigate psychologists’ and 
psychotherapists’ self-presentation and communication on Instagram, this study 
used qualitative content analysis following Kuckartz (2018) to evaluate 20 Insta-
gram accounts (10 psychotherapist and 10 psychologist profiles). In addition to 
profile descriptions, 254 story highlights (total of 5,162 summarized stories) were 
analyzed. During the analysis process, repeated indications of systematic differen-
ces between the two groups emerged. 

Results indicate the question of how psychologists and psychotherapists pre-
sent themselves on Instagram (RQ1) requires nuanced examination. Analysis 
shows psychotherapists on Instagram define themselves strongly by their professi-
onal role and qualifications. Psychologists have more diverse self-presentation; 
self-marketing, public presence and expertise in everyday topics are dominant. 
Both groups provide personal insights into their private lives, predominantly 
among psychologists. 

Separation between private and professional identity and role is often empha-
sized in literature (Haeny, 2014; Slobogian et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2023). The 
findings raise questions about the extent to which psychotherapists consciously 
maintain boundaries between private and professional spheres. This becomes par-
ticularly relevant when, e.g., content focuses on a personal pet, but private living 
spaces are visible in the background or when only holiday impressions are shared 
with private information indirectly provided. Sharing intimate information like 
illnesses, while potentially intended as psychoeducation or modeling behavior, 
raises questions about boundaries and self-disclosure practices that should be 
further explored in future research. On the other hand, previous research suggests 
personal stories can help those affected deal with their own illness better than 
advice or information alone (Harris et al., 2021; Koinig, 2022; Samuel et al., 
2024). Psychotherapists offer a perspective change by revealing (personal) infor-
mation about their profession, which can contribute to humanization of the the-
rapist noted by Green (2024). 

Psychologists providing extensive private life insights may be interpreted as a 
personal branding strategy. This strategy raises questions regarding the compati-
bility of such self-presentation with professional guidelines requiring neutrality 
and boundary setting, especially when accompanied by advertising or psychoedu-
cational content. Data also reveal a diverse professional image of psychologists 
conveyed via Instagram, inviting critical reflection with reference to Drude and 
Messer-Engel (2021), who argue that the public is entitled to clarity about what 
they can expect from psychologists. Recommendations like avoiding overly broad 
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expert stances (Smith et al., 2023) are not consistently evident in the analyzed 
data of psychologists. 

It should be discussed whether this private and professional content mixing 
truly creates tensions or can rather be seen as normal and platform-specific com-
munication. Although Heimes (2023) points out that many social media mecha-
nisms are contrary to the professional integrity of these occupational groups, 
many profiles adopt influencer-like strategies. Psychologists’ accounts have signi-
ficantly more followers than psychotherapists. This personal information may en-
hance relatability and enable more direct communication with audiences in the 
familiar digital world. This aligns with findings that authenticity and perceived 
humanity can strengthen credibility and expert status (Heiss et al., 2024).

RQ2 examines which motives can be identified in social media presence. As 
motives are rarely communicated directly, analysis implicitly relies on observable 
content targeting specific audiences to draw motive conclusions. While psycho-
therapists’ content targets both laypeople and professionals, psychologists tend to 
focus on the lay audience. 

Based on the addressed target groups, indications of possible motives can be 
identified, e.g., regarding psychoeducation, awareness-raising or communication 
of specialist information. Communication advantages lie in serving needs in a 
target group-oriented manner, which, according to Brijnath et al. (2016), is a key 
aspect of successful digital health interventions. 

A promotional dimension can also be inferred from certain practices. Presen-
ting psychological content as marketing measures raises professional and legal 
considerations (BDP, 2023; Lind & Wickström, 2023). Psychologists may only 
disseminate advertising content related to professional activities and factual pro-
fessional services communication. It must be ensured that prohibited advertising 
is not carried out by third parties (DGPs, 2022). This is a questionable point, es-
pecially regarding presenting their own books, seminars or workshops: If their 
own publications are sent free to third parties who then promote them on their 
profiles and if this content or reviews are then shared again in their stories, it may 
be questionable whether this is advertising or not. Direct links to own products, 
sometimes supplemented with specific calls to action like “Get tickets to my live 
show” (PL_5) or “ORDER NOW” (PT_9), also raise corresponding boundary 
questions. 

The commercialization of psychology, found primarily among psychologists in 
the form of merchandise, must be considered. These products may contribute to 
the trend of viewing mental health or illness in aesthetic or glorifying terms, as 
discussed in prior research (Issaka et al., 2024; Vidamaly & Lee, 2021; Williams, 
2019).

RQ3 asked: To what extent and in what ways are professional and ethical 
standards visible in psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ Instagram presence? 
Analysis indicates such aspects are rarely communicated explicitly. Only two psy-
chotherapists’ profiles contain information stating a) no counseling or treatment 
is provided via Instagram and b) no collaborations are entered. Story highlights 
also contain corresponding content on only three profiles, primarily psychothera-
pists’. This limited disclaimer presence may prompt concerns about transparency 
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and boundary-setting. A lack of delineation of one’s own role or services, present 
in only a few cases, could lead to recipient misunderstandings. Triplett et al. 
(2022) point out that the absence of clear boundaries can lead the public to form 
their own assumptions about availability or interaction opportunities. In an inter-
national comparison, Pretorius et al. (2022) results show that many American 
mental health professionals’ profiles active as Instagram influencers contain disc-
laimers and crisis support information.

From the recipients’ perspective, professional titles given in profiles can also 
play a central role in the content’s perceived credibility. Psychologists and psycho-
therapists are designations that may only be used with appropriate qualifications 
and can provide guidance when evaluating reliable information. Pleiss (2019) 
complains that there are also people in this professional group wanting to profit 
from others’ suffering or offering dubious programs as “pseudo-psychologists”. 
Examples like job titles such as “psychological counselor” are also not protected 
and may lead to misperceptions. Findings also show that many psychologists and 
psychotherapists point out such content and dubious actors critically. 

Finally, RQ4 asked what topics dominate on the Instagram accounts of psy-
chologists and psychotherapists. Psychotherapists seem to offer more balanced 
topic variety and focus more on professional topics. Dominant topics here are, 
e.g., practical tips and exercises, general information about psychotherapy or 
their own therapy information. They also frequently show their own media pre-
sence. Psychologists focus on their own projects and services as well as private 
and personal topics. Both groups have psychoeducational content. A special fea-
ture is strong community involvement.

Analyzed content, particularly regarding knowledge transfer, self-help and re-
ducing therapy-related fears, is consistent with previous study results (Green, 
2024; Pretorius et al., 2022). The psychoeducation described by Pretorius et al. 
(2022), in which therapeutic environment content is simplified and re-contextua-
lized in social media, can be emphasized. Psychologists and psychotherapists sup-
port positive peer-to-peer communication effects (Andalibi et al., 2017; Naslund 
et al., 2020) by providing information from the community for the community. 
Most therapists also adhere to other criteria appearing to align with existing gui-
delines, like citing sources, focusing on specialist knowledge and competence, 
avoiding success promises, recognizable training and further education references 
(DGPs, 2022). 

Educational work, especially comparing lay and professional perspectives or 
referencing dubious offers, was also evident. In the latter case, the extent to which 
the BDP (2011) guidelines (discouraging negative references to a person or an 
organization) are adhered to remains uncertain. The same applies to the need for 
statements about specific disciplines and working styles, ensuring no discrediting 
occurs. This supports previous concerns that vague formulations in guidelines 
may lead to varied interpretations (Heimes, 2023). Latha et al. (2020) point out 
that thought-provoking content can contribute to searching for information on 
positive health behavior.

It is debatable whether content achieves the scientific depth necessary to com-
bat erroneous or simplistic representations of psychological topics. The BDP 
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(2023) criticism that content is often conveyed in an abbreviated manner appears 
applicable. Although there are creative ways of conveying information (e.g., in an 
advent calendar), a lot of information, e.g., on illnesses, symptoms or diagnoses, 
is presented in a condensed, platform-typical format.

4.1 Limitations

A limiting factor for all results is the employed methodology and sample size. 
Despite the number of 254 story highlights with 5,162 stories, results can ulti-
mately only be attributed to 20 profiles. Qualitative research cannot provide ge-
neralized results, but its systematic approach to the material allows relevant me-
anings, differences or patterns to emerge (Mayring, 2022; Schreier, 2014). The 
quantitative basis derived from frequencies must also be discussed from this per-
spective. Kuckartz (2018) points out that numbers’ meaningfulness should be ca-
refully considered, particularly regarding whether “frequent” should be equated 
with “important”. In this case, summed focal points can provide initial indica-
tions. It can be hypothesized that psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ Instagram 
profiles differ in content and have different foci, target groups and intentions. As 
this study focuses on Instagram, results cannot automatically transfer to other 
social media platforms with their different mechanisms and usage types.

Several special features must be considered when analyzing social media con-
tent. Like search for content by hashtags (Tudehope et al., 2024), not all psycho-
therapists or psychologists may have these titles in their profile and were therefo-
re not found. Focusing only on public profiles meant no private accounts were 
included in the sample, which may have different content. Algorithm distortion 
when drawing the sample cannot be completely ruled out, despite creating a new 
account. Avella (2023) points out algorithms’ enormous importance on social 
platforms, as they can influence how psychotherapy and mental health topics are 
perceived or interpreted. Analyzing feed posts themselves, not just the story high-
lights, could lead to different results.

Inferences about motives of social media use are based on both manifest and 
latent content analysis and, as such, cannot fully capture communicators’ actual 
motivations. These should be understood as interpretive attributions, particularly 
when intentions are not explicitly articulated, e.g., when profiles describe their 
aim as providing ‘impulses’ or general inspiration.

4.2 Implications 

Practicing psychologists and psychotherapists should be aware of psychological 
topics on social media and associated knowledge transfer. Gansner (2022) em-
phasizes that clinicians should adequately assess dysfunctional identification me-
chanisms, e.g., in form of self-diagnoses and associated patient behaviors and 
promote media literacy. This could take the form of educational work regarding 
psychological professional groups, possible (economic) intentions behind social 
media profiles or the quality and informative value of (possibly highly abbrevia-
ted) content. Social media presence and interaction can also contribute to gaining 
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broad insights into certain target groups’ needs, concerns or requirements, which 
may not be available in this quantitative form in offline work. 

As noted by Pretorius et al. (2019), it is important to point out that content 
can be a supplement in digital help-seeking contexts but not as a substitute. From 
a professional and ethical perspective, this relevant information currently appears 
to be communicated far too infrequently. There is a need for improvement here 
for all psychologists and psychotherapists operating social media accounts. They 
should be aware of their private content being shown. Neumann et al. (2022) 
warn that social media lowers therapists’ inhibitions in this regard. This study’s 
results suggest such content may be disclosed unconsciously. The call for more 
specific and uniform guidelines can also be supported by this study’s results. It is 
recommended that standards be established and clear boundaries defined leaving 
no room for interpretation. Guidelines from the British Association for Counsel-
ling and Psychotherapy (BACP) or the American Psychological Association (APA) 
could serve as models here.

Social media is a research field requiring continuous research, particularly due 
to its constant further development (White & Hanley, 2023). The study contribu-
tes to the debate on psychologists’ and psychotherapists’ professional self-presen-
tation on social media. It raises questions about professional roles in public com-
munication and points to the need for more narrowly defined frameworks 
covering professional, ethical and legal aspects. 

Further studies should supplement this work’s findings through quantitative 
surveys. They could be examined within a quantitative content analysis based on 
a larger sample to investigate the differences between psychologists’ and psycho-
therapists’ social media content representatively. The category system developed 
in this study can provide the basis for this. Psychologists and psychotherapists 
could be asked about their own perceived role image and preferred social media 
portrayal or motives driving their social media use. Future research employing 
complementary methods, like interviews or surveys, would be beneficial to explo-
re subjective motivations in greater depth.

Differences identified in this study could indicate different perceptions of their 
professional self-image and associated intentions. Followers could be analyzed to 
determine if they are primarily interested in laypeople or professionals and if dif-
ferences can be identified. The way psychologists and psychotherapists present 
themselves on social media can influence the public perception of psychotherapy 
and the professional field of psychology. Future research could examine how such 
representations influence patients’ expectations, trust and help-seeking behavior.

From a societal perspective, results show how psychological and therapeutic 
knowledge is disseminated through informal channels and shared in close com-
munity exchange, shaping public mental health understanding. This could entail 
opportunities (e.g., destigmatization, accessibility) and risks (e.g., trivialization, 
misinformation). Further research could examine this content’s accuracy and evi-
dence base, as well as the development of mechanisms to ensure quality (e.g., 
fact-checking collaborations or platform guidelines).
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