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Abstract

Through a lens for engaged scholarship (Boyer in Journal of Public Service and
Outreach, 1(1), 11-20, 1996) this multiple case study (Merriam, 1996) explores the
potential of scholarly podcasts for public knowledge dissemination, highlighting the
misalignment of university impact metrics with this medium. Our team collected
qualitative and numerical data from six podcasters across our university system. We
identify metrics for assessing scholarly podcast value, offer recommendations for
institutional communication, and share our insights and challenges. Data analysis
suggests that a Listen Score (Listen Notes, ND) and an increasing Podcast Success
Index (Singh et al. JMIR Medical Education, 2(2), 1-10, 2016) may be consistent
with a wider reach. Consistent production and promotion are key and infrastructure
support for scholarly podcasters is necessary.

Keywords Scholarly podcasting - Knowledge dissemination - Metrics - Open
access - Interdisciplinary - Multiple case study

Context

Scholars have begun to imagine uses of podcasts for the dissemination of public
knowledge. A recent scoping literature review (Persohn & Branson, in review) about
scholarly podcasting for public research dissemination found that podcasts are an eco-
nomical way for researchers to share discoveries and provide listeners with a free and
flexible learning experience (Kidd, 2012; Lim & Swenson, 2021; Loeb et al., 2023;
Naff, 2020). Podcasts connect experts across regions, creating a virtual community of
practice (Yuan et al., 2022; Diebold et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2020; Lave & Wenger,
1991; Naff, 2020; Thoma et al., 2018), and educate the public about specific topics
by linking to disciplinary experts (Lim & Swenson, 2021; Naff, 2020; Nwosu et al.,
2017). Podcasting can strengthen communication throughout a profession (Dong
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et al., 2020; Fronek et al., 2016; Naff, 2020; Nwosu et al., 2017) and support research
dissemination which maximizes the potential of research usage (Naff, 2020). Podcasts
also can serve as an entry point into specialized research conversation (Lim & Swen-
son, 2021; Singer, 2019; Thoma et al., 2018). In short, podcasting is an efficient, uni-
fying, accessible, and multimodal means of communicating with an interested com-
munity (Dong et al., 2020; Lim & Swenson, 2021; Naff, 2020).

The conversational nature of podcasting “helps to reduce the potential for
overusing research jargon” (Naff, 2020, p. 7). Conversations offer a humanizing
experience of research that translates specialized research language and commu-
nication structures into a narrative (Cox et al., 2023; Diebold et al., 2020). Those
who are listening to podcasts have the voices of podcasters quite literally “in their
heads” through the highly individualized experience of listening in their own per-
sonal spaces, often using headphones (Singer, 2019). This type of audio experi-
ence and narrative format promotes connectedness and engagement with research
ideas differently than traditional academic publications.

Podcasting allows for scholars to share academic work with the broader commu-
nity in an open access platform that reaches audiences beyond those of academic jour-
nals. Podcasts may also allow scholars more academic freedom to express themselves
compared to traditional modes of research dissemination (Cook, 2023; Hennig, 2017).
Despite the proliferation of podcasts, the reach and impact of scholarly podcasts have
not been well-studied (Wade Morris, 2021). Funding through an internal Interdiscipli-
nary Research Grant allowed our research team the opportunity to study the phenom-
enon of scholarly podcasting by convening podcasters across one institution of higher
education to analyze the impetus for, experiences of, and potential for the perceived
value of our podcasting efforts. Specifically, our research aims to (1) identify salient
metrics to communicate the value of scholarly podcasts, (2) provide recommendations
for communicating the value of scholarly podcasting to our institutions, and (3) assess
and communicate the opportunities, barriers, and lessons learned from producing pod-
casts to other scholars who may be interested in taking up the practice.

A core value of public universities is service to the public (APLU, 2023). How-
ever, university metrics for assessing impact value traditional academic publica-
tions, and therefore limit opportunities to freely share research findings with the
public. Scholars in public institutions have a responsibility to make their research
available and approachable for a broad public audience (Boyer, 1996). Our indi-
vidual and collective work points to an inherent tension between the stated goals
of public institutions and the possible "deleterious [impacts on] one’s career,
tenure possibilities, and status among colleagues" (Semingson, et al., 2017) for
engaging in public scholarship like scholarly podcasting. Therefore, for scholarly
podcasting efforts to be widely supported by academic institutions, we must know
more about the value of this work and how value may be communicated to multi-
ple stakeholders. Therefore, our study addresses two research questions:

1. What salient metrics can be used to communicate the value of scholarly podcasts?

2. What are the opportunities, challenges, and lessons learned from producing schol-
arly podcasts?
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Review of the Literature
What is Scholarly Podcasting?

Drawing from Singh et al. (2016), we define ‘scholarly podcasting’ as podcasts pro-
duced by faculty and staff through scholarly institutions. Cook (2023) notes that
“for many scholars podcasting is an insurgency against academic structures that
curb creativity, inhibit personal and collective transformations, and promote self-
interest over generosity”" (p. 1). Podcasts have been used by scholars to disseminate
research findings to the public and to provide professional development opportuni-
ties for practitioners (Mobasheri & Costello, 2021). Dissemination of research via
podcasting becomes possible with the ubiquity of smartphones (Mobasheri & Cos-
tello, 2021) — therefore podcasts are an accessible medium for both practitioners and
learners (Danford et al., 2022).

Scholarly podcasts provide a dialogue shift within the academy — allowing pre-
senters to connect with a broader audience (Kinkaid et al., 2020; MacGregor &
Cooper, 2020). This can create community, highlight scholarly contributions, and
communicate research findings, while allowing listeners to feel hopeful and opti-
mistic (DeMarco, 2022; Mobasheri & Costello, 2021). In this way, podcasts remove
the paywall of traditionally constructed epistemologies developed in the ivory
tower — making academic knowledge more accessible to the public (Figueroa, 2022;
Singer, 2019). In addition, podcasts can also be used to humanize learning that con-
tributes to inclusive environments for students (Hennig, 2017; Moore, 2022; Page
et al., 2020) because podcasts are flexible, portable, and accessible via the internet
(Moore, 2022). As an outcome, podcasts allow for academic knowledge to be more
readily translated to the public sphere.

Podcasting as a Form of Scholarship

Scholars (see e.g., Cook, 2023; Cox et al., 2023; Peoples & Tilley, 2011; Singer,
2019; Husain et al., 2020; Kinkaid et al., 2020; DeMarco, 2022; Figueroa, 2022;
Copeland & McGregor, 2021) have argued for podcasting to be viewed as a legiti-
mate form of scholarship. Some scholars (see e.g., Cabrera et al., 2018; Johng et al.,
2021; Husain et al., 2020) have even argued for the use of digital scholarship (such
as podcasting and other forms of social media) as part of academic tenure and pro-
motion. Other scholars (see e.g., Cox et al., 2023; Copeland & McGregor, 2021;
Williams, 2007; McNall et al., 2009; Boyer, 1990) envision a paradigm shift in what
is considered “legitimate” or “valid” knowledge production (such as peer-reviewed
journal articles) within the academy. This would enable a holistic approach that con-
siders alternative scholarly contributions (e.g., blogs, podcasts, and instructional
videos) in tandem with traditional metrics (e.g., peer-reviewed journal citations)
(Cabrera et al., 2018).

When considering the affordances, possibilities, constraints, and obstacles of
scholarly podcasting, it is important to distinguish between podcasts as a way to
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disseminate scholarship and podcasting itself as scholarship. It may be productive
to consider podcasts as a vehicle for disseminating scholarship similarly to an edited
work, particularly when a podcast features the work of selected scholars (Paulson
et al., 2024; Stahl, personal communication, 2021). However, when a podcast is uti-
lized to distribute one’s own work, it may be viewed more closely to self-publish-
ing. The concept for and format of a podcast may be distinguishing factors when
attempting to categorize podcasts within existing structures of academic publishing.
Relatedly, podcasts with a guest/host interview format (like all podcasts included
in this multiple case study) may necessitate different considerations from podcasts
featuring the voice of the host only, which may be more closely related to a blog.
Further complexifying the ways in which the value of scholarly podcasts may be
viewed in the academic world, our team is aware of incidences wherein our podcasts
have been cited in traditional research publications (e.g., Smith, 2023; Young et al.,
2022). Research that examines the affordances and constraints of the scholarly pod-
casting medium to support the conveyance of ideas to the public constitutes its own
field for scholarly study.

Recently, scholarly podcasts have been accepted for submissions to peer-reviewed
journals (such as The British Columbian Quarterly) (Copeland & McGregor, 2021).
However, there is no standard peer-reviewed protocol nor sufficient regulation of
podcasts (Danford et al., 2022). In fact, the lack of peer review structures is argued
as an affordance of the podcasting medium, as it allows for increased academic free-
dom and faster publication times (Cook, 2023). Cook’s point brings us to consider
to whom the value of scholarly podcasts must be conveyed. While Cook (2023)
provides multiple intrinsic motivations for scholarly podcasting as a form of public
scholarship, most scholars are required to demonstrate the impact of their work to
peers and institutional leaders.

A holistic approach to tenure and promotion (Sandmann & Weerts, 2008) evalu-
ates faculty through a combination of peer review, impact, and expertise (O’Meara,
2015). Thus, a more definitive metric is needed to assess and convey impact of an
individual’s research in practice, teaching practices, and policy documents within the
academy (Moore et al., 2018). These metrics may be particularly critical for scholars
whose job responsibilities align with more traditional notions of how research shall
be published. As Taylor et al. (2023) state, “many faculty members have avoided
public scholarship since it is not rewarded by current promotion and tenure pro-
cesses” (n.p.). They cite Ream et al. (2019) as explaining that “many faculty mem-
bers also resist producing public scholarship out of fear for their own personal safety
or job security, given the unpredictability of their audience, including members of
academia within their own institution" (as cited in Taylor et al., 2023, n.p.). Moore
et al. (2018) contend "dissemination” should be added to the “three-legged stool” of
academia (e.g., research, teaching, and service). Although scholars (see e.g., Dan-
ford et al., 2022; Singh et al., 2016) have identified metrics used to assess the suc-
cess of scholarly podcasts, these metrics have not been widely accepted or adopted
in academia. As one entry point to understanding the value of scholarly podcasts, we
first looked to metrics of value and impact already established in academia.
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Bibliometrics and Altmetrics

Bibliometrics is a traditional measurement used to systematically quantify and ana-
lyze written communication (Bornmann, 2017; Broadus, 1987). These include the &
index, total number of scholarly articles, journal impact factor, total number of cita-
tions, recency of publication, and altmetrics (Kenna et al., 2017). The impact of con-
temporary scholarship (including, peer-reviewed journals, podcasts, and blogs) is
now more easily quantifiable through the number of views, downloads, geographic
location (via IP address), Altmetrics, Social Media Index, DOI, likes, shares, among
other figures (Husain et al., 2020). The problem with digital scholarship is that it is
typically not peer-reviewed, and therefore considered ‘less scholarly’ (Husain et al.,
2020). It is important here that we again make a distinction in scholarly podcast-
ing that we will return to throughout our discussion: there are multiple forms of
scholarly podcasting from programs wherein scholars share their views and opinions
(like a blog) to those that invite other scholars to talk about their most recently peer-
reviewed published works. Podcast metrics may need to be considered based on the
podcast’s overall content and purposes.

Altmetrics (also known as “alternative academic products”) quantify impact on
alternative forms of scholarship (Cabrera et al., 2018, p. 137). Altmetrics measure-
ments are indicative of how scholarly information is being circulated outside of the
academic sphere by identifying web-based interactions (Levin et al., 2023) such as
social media engagement on Twitter, email, websites, blogs, and wikis (DeMarco,
2022; Galligan & Dyas-Correia, 2013; Garcia-Villar, 2021; Gilstrap et al., 2023).
The purpose of altmetrics is to measure the impact of scholarly contributions on
public audiences (Williams, 2017). The benefit of using altmetrics is that it can be
used to assess impact of academic dissemination at a more expedient rate than tradi-
tional metrics (Galligan & Dyas-Correia, 2013; Williams, 2017). The limitation of
altmetrics is that the data can be easy to manipulate (Garcia-Villar, 2021). The most
widely used are Plum X and Altmetric.com (Garcia-Villar, 2021). Plum X provides
categorical metrics on the total number of captures, mentions, citations, usage, as
well as social media reach (including, likes and shares) (Garcia-Villar, 2021). Alt-
metric.com metrics are calculated based on author attribution, journal volume, num-
ber of times mentioned, and the source of the locations mentioned (Elmore, 2018;
Garcia-Villar, 2021).

Podcast Success Index

Specific to podcasting, the Podcast Success Index (PSI) was first developed by Singh
et al. (2016) as an alternative and specific method to quantitatively valuate the suc-
cess of a podcast. In their literature review, Singh et al. (2016) found that success of
a podcast is determined by the number of episodes produced in a given month, total
number of downloads or plays, duration of the podcast’s existence, and user ratings.
However, they ultimately excluded the total number of downloads/plays and user
ratings from the PSI equation because these data are not publicly available. Dan-
ford et al. (2022) also argue that user ratings may not be a valid metric for success

@ Springer



Innovative Higher Education

because they are oftentimes skewed or biased. Therefore, one limitation of the PSI
is that it draws from just two variables, total number of episodes produced and total
number of months the podcast has been in existence. Danford et al. (2022) highlight
that, because of the limited factors that go into the PSI formula, the PSI calculation
may not reflect the overall success of a podcast. Singh et al’s, (2016) PSI research
is also limited due to its focus only on podcasts in the field of anesthesiology. Even
in light of these limitations, Danford et al. (2022) likens the PSI to a journal impact
factor. These author teams conclude (and our team concurs) that more research is
needed to develop and substantiate a uniform measurement of impact for podcasts.

Listen Score

Another metric used to quantify podcasting outcomes is the Listen Score. The Listen
Score is available on the website ListenNotes.com as providing publicly available
standardized quantitative scores to indicate the success or impact of a podcast. Lis-
tenNotes.com provides both a Listen Score and a global ranking among more than
3 million podcasts shared via RSS feed. According to ListenNotes.com, the propri-
etary Listen Score is "based on the 1st party data (e.g., activities on our website) and
3rd party data (e.g., media mentions, reviews, among others)" (ListenNotes, ND). It
is considered “a relative metric” to assess the general popularity of a podcast. How-
ever, Listen Scores are only generated if the podcast ranks among the top 10% of
podcasts produced globally among the more than 3.1 million podcasts that the site
tracks. Listen Scores are updated monthly.

Conceptual Framework

Ernest Boyer’s (1996) definition and model of engaged scholarship serve as a frame-
work to inform our thinking. Boyer’s (1996) model, laid out in one of his final and
most influential works ‘The Scholarship of Engagement’, provides a theoretical
map for scholars and experts to reconsider how they engage with the public. Boyer
shares four interrelated dimensions of publicly-engaged scholarship: discovery or
pursuit of new knowledge, integration or interdisciplinary connections, application
of knowledge and “doing good” with that knowledge, and teaching or the commu-
nal act of sharing that knowledge. While Boyer’s ideas preceded the development
of many of the digital platforms available to scholars today, conceptually, his ideas
offer many possibilities in contemporary times. To this point, while Boyer uses the
term engaged scholarship, other scholars use a variety of terms to name particular
ways in which scholars may engage with a public audience. Public scholarship is
an umbrella term for translating and communicating research for a non-academic
audience, to advocate for or initiate change (Monk et al., 2021; Taylor et al., 2023).
Singer (2019) uses the term social scholarship, or the use of social media to engage
in and expand the scholarship of discovery, integration, teaching, and application
(Greenhow & Gleason, 2014), and addresses podcasting specifically as a form of
social scholarship. Scholars and disciplinary experts are finding new ways of sharing
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knowledge and exchanging ideas in online public spaces, honoring Boyer’s intent
of scholarship that reaches a wide audience, with the ultimate goal of “doing good”
(Persohn & Branson, in review). We employ Boyer’s framework as a way to under-
stand our scholarly podcasting as public scholarship. We see our podcasts as sup-
porting our university to meet goals of broadly engaging the public in research and
knowledge dissemination. In order to speak to those institutional goals, we must bet-
ter understand the value of scholarly podcasting.

Data Sources and Research Methods

For this research, we employed a multiple case study approach (Merriam, 1996)
as both the process of conducting a case study as well as the unit of study for the
case itself. Each member of our transdisciplinary team is involved in a different
podcast series with differing purposes, production logistics, and resources. Spe-
cifically, we draw upon a multiple case study approach (Merriam, 1996) to track
and analyze our podcasts’ data. Each team member holds a different position at
the University of South Florida (USF) and varying roles in scholarly podcast-
ing. We are hosts, co-hosts, and/or producers of the podcasts known as Calling
Earth, Classroom Caffeine, Faculty on Tap, Frontline Nursing, Inside USF, and
Trailblazing Nursing. Although each podcast’s objectives differ (see Table 1), one
overarching goal is to build community and discourse around specific topic areas
(e.g., nursing, education, library sciences, and university communications).

Table 1 Objectives and Purposes for Each Podcast in this Multiple Case Study

Calling Earth.

Objective: promote research by faculty and doctoral students within the Geosciences.
Purpose: garner interest in research from prospective graduate students.

Classroom Caffeine.

Objective: connect educational practitioners with researchers.

Purpose: promote the use of education research by teachers.

Faculty on Tap.

Objective: highlight USF faculty on their teaching and scholarship.

Purpose: showcase the university’s faculty research, teaching, and Brewing Arts program.
Frontline Nursing.

Objective: provide tools for nurses during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Purpose: provide nurses with strategies for professional development.

Inside USF.

Objective: facilitate communication among staff and faculty at USF.

Purpose: build community within the university.

Trailblazing Nursing.

Objective: address critical issues in the nursing workforce.

Purpose: highlight best practices for the nursing profession.
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Each of the six podcasts included in our study constitutes its own bounded case
with unique objectives, structures, and procedures that drive the podcast content,
production, and promotion. These podcasts have been established by faculty and
staff within one university system across the last one to four years. The podcasts
represent topics across natural sciences, social sciences, and university commu-
nications. Table 2 provides particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic features of
each podcast or “case” included in our interdisciplinary multiple case study. Our
research team was interested in “insight, discovery, and interpretation” (Merriam,
1996, p. 29) related to the phenomenon of podcasting by and through institutions
of higher education pertaining to our research questions.

Utilizing Merriam’s framework for case study analysis afforded our team
opportunities to move between qualitative and numerical “bits of data,” making
sense of data through conversation and exploration of concepts related to the data
as we collected it (Merriam, 1996, p. 178). Together, multiple cases in our study
and team members from a variety of fields provided us opportunity to suggest
generalizations about scholarly podcasting as well as contrasting ways to enhance
and question those generalizations.

Data Collection

We developed a survey to collect monthly data related to the number of episodes
published, total downloads, geographic reach, most popular episodes, number of
subscribers, social media sharing practices, listener ratings and reviews received,
top platform, website traffic (if applicable), and any known citations of the work.
While we aimed to collect a wide range of information in order to make sense of
our cases individually and collectively, we quickly learned not all members of the
research team had easy access to every data point. These data proved most useful
in evaluating each podcast across cases to better understand connections between
and among the data points. We used these data to help us contextualize, support,
and/or counter existing standardized measures of podcast success such as the PSI
and Listen Scores in relation to the mission of each podcast.

Additionally, we collected qualitative survey data around opportunities and chal-
lenges of academic podcasting from each of our team members. These data stemmed
from observations of our own experiences, anecdotal evidence from conversations in
our collegial circles, and contextualizing experiences with our own podcasts. Spe-
cifically, we collected responses to questions about how we produce our podcasts,
identify and connect with our target audience, promote our podcast, communicate
the impact or success, definitions of impact or success, and support the longevity of
our podcast. We compiled these observations and reflections for each podcast rep-
resented by our team, and then looked across cases to produce a synthesized list of
considerations and suggestions for dissemination to other scholarly podcasters.
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Limitations

One limitation of our data set is that, while we all hold different job titles and respon-
sibilities, all podcasters on our research team are homed at one academic institution.
While we represent campuses and entities across our entire university system, this fact
may limit our potential for identifying opportunities and challenges that exist outside of
our own environment. Through our data collection process, we also learned our various
podcasting hosting sites did not all offer the same data points. Our results are based on
the most complete and accurate data we were able to access. Another potential limitation
of our interpretations is the scant published literature available to support interpretations
of the PSI (Danford et al., 2022; Singh et al., 2016) and Listen Score.

Multiple Case Study Data and Analysis
Podcast Metrics

During our initial analysis, the research team members often cited downloads as a
way of conveying the impact of a podcast. The number of downloads points to the
number of times a podcast has been heard, as a potential indicator of the number
of people a podcast has reached. Download data is not publicly accessible but eas-
ily accessed by a podcast’s producer, typically through the show’s hosting site. We
collected this data for six consecutive months. Figure 1 provides a snapshot of the
total number of downloads reached at the beginning, midpoint, and end of our data
collection period. These data indicate that consistent production of podcasts leads
to an increased rate of downloads. Classroom Caffeine and Inside USF, for exam-
ple, are the only shows that have been actively produced for the entirety of our data

Number of Total Downloads Over Time for Each Podcast

20,000

18,000 18,188
16,000 15457

14,000
12,000

10,000

8,000

Total Number of Downloads

6000 5689 5,858

4000 3 e i X224
2,000

0

Feb-23 Mar-23 Apr-23

= Calling Earth Classroom Caffeine Faculty on Tap == Frontline Nursing ==« Inside USF  emmmm Trailblazing Nursing

Fig. 1 Note: Number of total downloads over time for each podcast
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collection. Calling Earth, Faculty on Tap, Frontline Nursing, and Trailblazing Nurs-
ing have plateaued in the total number of downloads garnered.

In addition to downloads, we collected data on the total number of countries and
territories where each podcast has been downloaded (see Fig. 2). These metrics
were important to our team members because geographic reach speaks to the global
impact of our collective work. Similarly to downloads, we identified a potential rela-
tionship between increased geographic reach and consistent, active production for
some podcasts. Classroom Caffeine, for example, consistently grew in the total num-
ber of countries and territories reached. The show’s target audience is teachers and
others working in the field of education, a relatively large niche audience. The host
also interviews guests from outside the U.S. which has helped the show’s reach on a
global scale, as guests share their episode with their own circle of influence. Trail-
blazing Nursing continued to grow in geographic reach until production halted in
early 2023. The total number of countries and territories reached plateaued when
production halted. Inside USF, on the other hand, did not increase in geographic
reach despite having consistent and active production. This may be due to the show’s
narrow focus on university communications and niche target audience (much unlike
Classroom Caffeine and Trailblazing Nursing). Therefore, geographic reach may be
a less significant measure of success for niche podcasts.

Podcast Success Index
Since one goal of our research is to move beyond our team members’ typical

or colloquial ways of assessing podcast success, we utilized quantitative instru-
ments to measure podcast success. Table 3 shows the PSI for each podcast in

Total Number of Countries and Territories Reached Over Time Per Podcast

90

80 80

60

40

Total Countries and Territories Reached

Oct-22 Nov-22 Dec-22 Jan-23 Feb-23 Mar-23 Apr-23

== Calling Earth Classroom Caffeine Faculty on Tap == =Frontline Nursing == «Inside USF === Trailblazing Nursing

Fig.2 Note: Total number of countries and territories reached over time per podcast
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our study calculated using Singh et al.’s (2016) logarithm (PSI=Ilog [(episodes/
month) \/months active]) at the beginning, midpoint, and end of our data collec-
tion period.

Across our data, in addition to consistent production leading to a relatively
high PSI (an anticipated outcome based on the PSI formula), we see a possible
relationship between a higher PSI and greater number of downloads. The Huber-
man Lab (a popular neuroscience and wellness podcast hosted by Dr. Andrew
Huberman of Stanford University’s School of Medicine) provides a comparison
point to our PSI calculations in Table 3. We use this specific podcast as an exam-
ple of success because it has been producing content for over three years and is
hosted by a faculty member from a renowned institution. As of January 2024, the
Huberman Lab podcast has garnered a PSI of 1.50 (PSI=Ilog [(189/35) \/35]).
While we have no access to download data for the Huberman Lab podcast, we
reason that with more than 500,000 subscribers to Dr. Huberman’s daily email
newsletter as cited on the show’s website, the show would garner a large number
of downloads for their weekly podcast release.

We reason that consistent production provides for automatic downloads from
subscribers, therefore increasing the number of downloads for a podcast. So,
while the PSI calculation does not include the number of downloads, there may
be some inherent relationship between the number of episodes produced and the
number of downloads a podcast garners. Downloads may also continue to grow
if the podcast is still available to listeners, though our data suggests the rate of
growth slows or becomes stagnant once a podcast is no longer in active pro-
duction. Singh, et al. (2016) identify podcast downloads as a salient factor con-
nected with the success of a podcast but exclude downloads from their calculation
because these data are not publicly available. These comparative data lead us to
question the overall validity of the PSI, particularly for podcasts that are either
extremely popular or with very few episodes produced.

Singh et al. (2016) identify listener ratings as a potential indicator of podcast
value. However, they note that listeners infrequently leave numerical ratings or
qualitative reviews. In most cases, we were unable to access the full extent of
data relating to the ratings and reviews of our respective shows. This was because
some data was difficult to track, particularly ratings and reviews for shows where
the host or producer did not have full access to the show’s data or when the most
popular podcast hosting platform for a show changed from month-to-month.
Small numbers of ratings appear to skew rating factors outside of the podcast
content or production value. We find that qualitative listener reviews may sup-
port a more robust picture of podcast success and impact. But there are limits to
these data, especially with a small sample of reviews because neutral parties do
not typically leave ratings; it is either the best or the worst (Ghose & Ipeirotis,
2006). Due to the limitations of ratings and reviews, combined with the fact that
these data are only publicly available through individual podcast platforms (e.g.,
Apple Podcasts, Spotify, etc.), Singh et al. (2016) did not include these data in
their calculation. Therefore, these data may not always provide helpful contextual
information to assess a podcast’s success.
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Listen Score

We also identified the Listen Score as a standardized measure of podcast success. A Lis-
tenScore (ListenNotes, ND) is obtained from an online aggregator database and provides
a publicly available score to indicate the success or impact of a podcast. Podcasts only
register with a ListenScore if they are among the top 10% of all podcasts that are distrib-
uted through RSS feeds. Therefore, not every podcast will have a ListenScore.

Table 4 contains the Listen Scores retrieved during the last month of data collec-
tion and the Global Rank for our podcasts. Our data suggests consistent production
over time and a broad target audience may increase the likelihood of obtaining a Lis-
ten Score. Over the course of our data collection period, the three podcasts with the
highest PSIs have garnered a Listen Score. As an example for comparison purposes,
the Huberman Lab podcast (mentioned previously in the discussion of the PSI) has
a Listen Score of 82 and it is considered one of the top 0.01% of all podcasts. While
Inside USF does not currently have a Listen Score, at one time it registered a score
and a global rank. Presumably, growth of other podcasts in the top 10% has shifted
Inside USF out of the range of a Listen Score and Global Rank. While Inside USF
and Calling Earth have similar PSIs, we can account for their difference in Listen
Scores because Calling Earth has been in existence for over four years, more than
twice as long as Inside USF. Across our data collection period, Classroom Caffeine
has consistently registered a Listen Score. Classroom Caffeine has been in consistent
and active production for more than two and a half years.

In addition, we collected data on the top three most downloaded episodes each
month to evaluate trends related to the popularity of episodes. Typically, this did not
change from month to month. So, it was less important in our analysis.

Qualitative Survey Data
To answer our second research question, we gathered qualitative data through a

monthly survey to enrich and contextualize our cases. Because our podcasts repre-
sent several fields within higher education, target different audiences, and operate

Table 4 Podcast Listen Scores and Global Rank via Listen Notes (ListenNotes, ND) for Each Podcast

Podcast Title Average Number of Days Listen Score? Global Rank
Between Episodes® via Listen
Notes?

Calling Earth Idle 25 Top 10%
Classroom Caffeine 14 28 Top 10%
Faculty on Tap Idle N/A N/A
Frontline Nursing Idle N/A N/A

Inside USF 20 N/A N/A
Trailblazing Nursing 40 N/A N/A

2Updated April 2023 via www.listennotes.com

3Data was marked “Idle” in cases where podcasts were not currently in production
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under varying structures, it became important to understand more fully why some
podcasts in our study continued to grow while momentum for others waned. Each
member of the team involved in the production of a podcast completed a survey
designed to capture details of the opportunities and challenges for each show. Spe-
cifically, the survey questions asked about:

e the challenges, limitations, and opportunities around the concept of each show,
the logistics of producing each show, and connecting with the target audience or
promoting the podcast,

ways in which the producer communicates the show’s success and impact,

future goals for the podcast and resources needed to reach those goals,

advice for future podcasters, and

surprises in producing an academic podcast.

The following section represents a summary of reports provided by the hosts and/
or producers of our case podcasts. While all hosts/producers focused on continuous
quality improvement of the production or dissemination of their work, each offered
unique reflections on their opportunities and challenges.

Opportunities and Challenges for Each Scholarly Podcast
Calling Earth

The primary challenges for Calling Earth are related to issues with logistics and pro-
duction. The podcast began by focusing on interviews with faculty in the Geosciences,
a potential guest list that is largely exhausted. Next steps include expanding to related
fields, such as Marine Science and other departments. This will allow for assistance in
moving the focus from just one academic area to a broader but still cohesive field for
interview subjects. Another significant challenge is working alone on the podcast. The
host plans to gain more self-sufficiency with the editing and production process. The
host is also looking to identify new project collaborators to support concept develop-
ment. One additional challenge has been how and where to market the show on social
media. For the future, the host plans to implement social media and/or website strate-
gies to reach a broader audience and is seeking marketing support.

Classroom Caffeine

The primary challenge for Classroom Caffeine has been the lack of formal training
in social media marketing in tandem with the amount of time necessary to produce
the podcast (such as planning, recording, and producing each episode, and managing
the podcast’s website). Producing the podcast has provided the host unanticipated
opportunities to expand her professional network by connecting with other scholars
across the U.S. and around the world. The show has garnered interest from other
scholars requesting to be a guest on the show, providing opportunities to build new
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connections. Although editing the show oneself can be time consuming, this has
allowed the host to control the “feel” of the show. Because of the workload, the host
now produces one episode a month rather than once every two weeks for the current
season, which will potentially have a negative impact on the PSI and Listen Score.
To improve the podcast’s reach, the host has enlisted a research assistant to develop
digital marketing for social media. This helped increase the podcast’s downloads
and website hits. For the future, the host will employ a student from Marketing to
further develop promotional strategies.

Faculty on Tap

The primary challenge for Faculty on Tap has been largely due to logistical limi-
tations and personnel changes. Originally, the podcast was to collaborate with the
Brewing Arts program at our university to host the podcast at local breweries.
Restrictions with the COVID-19 pandemic in tandem with the amount of time it
takes to create the podcast have decreased production activity. With pandemic
restrictions lifted, the hosts plan to record in local breweries using small portable
technology. The show has also experienced technical issues with production and
support due to staff turnover. This has forced the other hosts to learn how to mix
audio for the podcast. The Faculty on Tap team has identified a way to broaden
the scope of the show by highlighting faculty across all three university campuses.
Although adopting the strategy of featuring faculty across campuses would entail
altering the original purpose of the podcast, it would allow the show to reach a
broader audience.

Frontline Nursing

The primary challenge for Frontline Nursing has been the workload associated with
the production of each episode and redefining the podcast’s objective. Regular pod-
cast production took much more time and effort than anticipated by the host/pro-
ducer. The original objective of the podcast was to promote knowledge and skills for
nurses to stay safe during the COVID-19 pandemic. As we move toward a post-pan-
demic era, the podcast’s objective will need to be redefined. The host plans to rees-
tablish a steady production timeline and focus on reward, recognition, and renewal
activities for nurses.

Inside USF

The primary challenges for Inside USF are due to changes in the show’s concept,
a limited potential audience, and shifts in the production schedule. The show’s
concept originally featured guests from a variety of positions and rankings in the
university community. In the second season, the focus has shifted to leaders within
the university. The number of listeners decreased by nearly half from season one
to two. To address this issue, the host hopes to return to the original concept of the
podcast, which was to enhance communication and build internal brand champions
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among faculty and staff. By broadening the topics and guests on the show, the host
aims to promote the university to the public. The podcast has also experienced
changes with logistics of recording the show, moving from contracted services
with the campus radio station for production in the first season to acquiring their
own equipment to produce the show in its second season. Working with the radio
station created significant limitations for scheduling because of the station’s other
programming obligations. This shift has eliminated scheduling constraints and
reduced unnecessary costs.

Trailblazing Nursing

The primary challenge for Trailblazing Nursing has been finding guests to inter-
view. This is largely due to the show’s sole focus on nursing experts, and therefore
excludes other disciplines within health care. Because of this, the producer plans to
attract new listeners by creating podcast episodes or seasons based on themes and
concepts (such as female empowerment). The themes and concepts will transcend
the nursing discipline and create valuable discussions that offer professional devel-
opment to nurses. With the investment in new recording equipment, the producer
has been able to improve the sound quality and reach of the show.

Cross-Case Analysis

We found that the presence of a Listen Score and a relatively high or comparatively
increasing PSI value may be consistent with an increased rate of the total number
of downloads, and in some cases, a greater geographic reach. Although there is
relational evidence, these metrics must be considered with caution. Calling Earth,
for example, has a Listen Score but is currently idle. This podcast, however, has
produced episodes for over three years, which may be a longer lifespan than many
podcasts experience. While there is no definitive average life of a podcast, there is
evidence that scientific podcasts typically do not last beyond two years (DeMarco,
2022). Additionally, a podcast that is still producing but moves to a longer produc-
tion timeline, would see a decrease in the PSI, even though the show may still be
gaining listeners and reaching a broader audience.

In looking across the input from our team members, we note that not having
enough time and working alone most often hindered consistent podcast production.
Some of us lost team members and/or co-hosts due to turnover or competing job
responsibilities. Others found difficulty clarifying objectives of our podcasts, par-
ticularly if the podcast was founded in response to a specific challenge (such as in
the case for Frontline Nursing). Additionally, no one on our research team received
formal training in skills to edit and mix audio. We conclude that no formal training
in podcast production has slowed our ability to produce consistent content. Inside
USF, for example, is supported by University Communications and Marketing at our
university. This partnership essentially allows the host to prioritize consistency of
the show’s production.
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Another layer of challenges existed when a few podcasters struggled to reach a
target population of listeners. In some cases, podcasters who showcased niche top-
ics or catered to specific audiences have found it challenging to grow their listener
base. A few members of our research team had issues with identifying new guests
to interview or new lines of inquiry to pursue. In addition to the time it takes to
record, edit, and set an episode for release, planning ahead to maintain momentum
and promoting the show to new audiences are all steps that take sustained time and
effort. As one case example of how these factors of success may impact each other,
Classroom Caffeine has been successful in reaching a broad global audience due to
support from research assistants through internal grant funding. Research assistant
support has provided the human capital necessary to create and maintain an active
social media and website presence for the show. This show also uses remote tech-
nology to conduct interviews (e.g., Zoom calls), which has allowed the host greater
access to guests living in other global regions. Featuring international guests has
also provided exposure to international listeners for the show.

Discussion

In this study, we set out to learn what salient metrics may be useful in communicat-
ing the value of scholarly podcasts and to identify opportunities, challenges, and les-
sons learned from members of our research team’s experiences producing scholarly
podcasts.

Our findings suggest that PSI values and Listen Scores must be evaluated with
contextual factors related to the show’s production. While the PSI may be helpful in
measuring the success of a podcast, it may be less effective as a means of commu-
nicating podcast success because the PSI is not widely known or understood. Addi-
tionally, we would caution the use of the PSI for measuring or communicating the
success of shows no longer in active production or those that are extremely popular,
such as The Huberman Lab podcast. An area for future research with the PSI might
calculate PSIs for a wide range of podcasts to determine whether the index is a valid
measure for shows at extreme ends of the rankings distribution. A Listen Score will
only be applicable for podcasts within the top 10% of all podcasts globally. Listen
Scores are based on an unknown proprietary calculation. Therefore, a Listen Score
may not be available for all scholarly podcasters looking to measure or communicate
the value of their work.

While a relatively high PSI and/or the availability of a ListenScore should com-
municate a level of success and impact for the podcast, any successes are likely to
carry different weight for the podcast producer. For podcast producers and hosts,
an individual’s specific job responsibilities as well as institutional views on what
tangible outputs are important to the job are likely to influence how these metrics
are perceived by peers and leaders. The priorities embedded in one’s job description
as well the mission of the podcast are likely to influence what factors of success are
most valued. With Boyer’s (1996) call to action for academic institutions highlight-
ing the critical nature of communicating research to the public for the ultimate pur-
poses of research utilization, our diverse team of both university faculty and staff is
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left wondering whose job it is to do the work of public scholarship. While our study
indicates there may be ways to more universally measure and communicate podcast
success, how might those values be perceived differently in light of different job
responsibilities? Based on our own experiences, we reason that perceived value is
partially in the way one is able to tie podcasting into the narratives of their unique
job responsibilities. When scholarly podcasting can be more closely associated with
one’s goals and overall trajectory, those in supervisory positions of power may have
a higher perception of the value of podcasting work. In our experiences, we find
that when research around scholarly podcasting and public knowledge dissemination
is aligned with one’s research focus, podcasting work may be perceived as having
greater value to institutional stakeholders.

One less concrete outcome of scholarly podcasting is that the practice can be
used to build social networks within one’s own discipline and by connecting to the
public as well as the university community. For example, if a podcast host inter-
views experts in their field of focus for the show, new professional connections can
be made and new listeners may tune in based on the guest’s notoriety and networks.
These connections may promote the work associated with the host’s institution.
While professional connections may be challenging to measure, this type of net-
working across our fields may help to meet institutional goals related to the develop-
ment of a more universal knowledge economy.

Some cases in our study found difficulty with promoting our shows through social
media, from identifying appropriate platforms for target audiences to creating suit-
able promotional tactics and content for podcasts. Social media provides a way
for scholars to engage listeners with their podcast (Copeland & McGregor, 2021).
Social media promotion and digital marketing, however, can be a fulltime job,
requiring expertise and extensive training. Our findings suggest the lack of formal
training in how to engage with the public has further challenged members of this
research team in reaching a broader audience. Promoting a podcast becomes more
feasible when knowledge dissemination and/or public communication is a part of a
podcasters’ job responsibilities (e.g., Classroom Caffeine, Inside USF). One addi-
tional way to gain listeners is to embed podcast episodes in courses preparing indi-
viduals to enter professions, such as courses for college credit (e.g., Classroom Caf-
feine). Embedding podcasts as course content requires professional networking in
addition to holding content relevant to course topics. In short, we found promotion
may connect a podcast with listeners across broad geographic areas, increasing both
the number of downloads and reach. Much of the success of a podcast is dependent
upon the show’s objectives, purposes, format, production value, promotional tech-
niques, the presence of a website, and the overall strategic investment and expertise
of the producing individual or team to sustain this work.

Taken together, our quantitative and observational findings suggest that consist-
ent and active production and promotion is necessary to reach a broader audience.
Our podcasts are intended to provide discipline-specific audiences with informa-
tion from experts in an accessible format by engaging new listeners with the content
and retaining the current audience. To make this possible, we argue that scholars
will need infrastructure to do this work, specifically in the form of recording space/
equipment, production support, and/or promotional support. Producing a podcast
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also requires financial support for logistical matters (e.g., recording hardware, edit-
ing software, a podcast hosting platform, a website host platform, web domain, and
other technologies). Of course, this type of monetary investment in equipment and
software or subscription services is necessary up front and on an ongoing basis.
Ongoing time and attention commitments are also necessary to see a podcast pro-
gram thrive. Our study found that having open-ended research questions, topics, and
objectives, in tandem with consistent digital marketing may be associated with hav-
ing an increased rate of downloads. Human capital is also required to do the work
of program planning, recording, production, and promotion. Even when one’s job
responsibilities include dissemination of scholarly ideas, this work is only possible
long term with the help of a supportive team.

Our research study demonstrates that inconsistent financial and personnel support
ultimately hindered the production of podcasts. It is challenging to sustain energy
and focus when scholarly podcasting is on the periphery of a person’s responsibili-
ties. Recent literature suggests that institutional support is needed to improve the
longevity of a scholarly podcast (Cook, 2023; Cox et al., 2023). Sources of funding
may include grants, philanthropic donations, and newer models of financial support
from listeners such as subscriptions and “tip jar” approaches to sustainability for
production. We encourage innovation in identifying funding streams, while ensuring
the altruistic nature of scholarly podcasting is taken into consideration. Obtaining
external funding for podcast production and/or research on the work of a scholarly
podcast may be a boon for how the work is viewed by institutions.

Valid and reliable methods of valuating scholarly podcast production are useful
for consideration in the academic promotion and tenure processes. While the PSI
and Listen Score may be utilized in review materials, in our experience, peer evalua-
tors and academic leaders tend to be most interested in the number of downloads for
a podcast. The high number of downloads (particularly compared with the numbers
associated with traditional publications) combined with broad geographic reach may
be highlighted as a pride point in success metrics. Scholars have argued for a need
to institutionalize and legitimize podcasting as a scholarly mode of dissemination
(Copeland & McGregor, 2021). McGregor and colleagues have made significant
progress in this area by establishing the Amplify Podcast Network through Wilfred
Laurier University Press and creating a process for peer reviewing podcast content.
The issue of peer review for podcasts is taken up more fully in the recent book by
Beckstead, Cook, and McGregor titled Podcast or Perish: Peer Review and Knowl-
edge Creation for the 21st Century (2024).

In our experience at an AAU institution, our podcasts were viewed as positive
and legitimate scholarly endeavors. Consistent with Paulson et al. (2024) arguments,
we emphasize that we do not see scholarly podcasts as equivalent to or a replace-
ment for peer-reviewed journal publications. In fact, part of the value of podcasts
is in their differences from peer-reviewed journal publications (e.g., audio format,
easy to access, conversational in nature, fast publication, etc.). As indicated here, the
conversations about issues surrounding peer review and social scholarship are still in
their early stages.
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Conclusion

Scholarly podcasts are designed to provide discipline-specific audiences with infor-
mation from experts in an accessible format. This study utilized a multiple case
study approach to evaluate multiple sources of data from producers and hosts of six
scholarly podcasts originating from one higher education institution to contribute
to the literature base. Given the proliferation of scholarly podcasts and podcasts in
general, our research team wanted to better understand how we might communicate
the value of scholarly podcasting to colleagues and university leaders. We aimed to
compile and synthesize opportunities and challenges related to scholarly podcasting
experienced by each of us so we may support others who are interested in com-
municating with broad audiences through podcasting. Our team found that podcast
downloads and geographic reach are two measures of a podcast’s value that are
widely understood. We also found that the standardized measures of the PSI (Singh
et al., 2016) and the Listen Score may offer some utility in communicating quanti-
tative metrics, when considered with additional contextualizing factors. Similarly,
to recent scholarship (see e.g., Harrison & Loring, 2023), we found that limited
time and attention created some of the most impactful challenges for members of
our team with regard to continuous production of scholarly podcasts. As the host of
Classroom Caffeine often says, starting a scholarly podcast is the easy part; sustain-
ing it is the challenge. Podcasting takes dedicated time, energy, and money. It can be
very challenging to go it alone; a team approach is best for impact and sustainability.
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