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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic forced many to shift their outlook and adopt new habits and attitudes in response to 
the “new normal” of everyday life. The following research examined how podcasts have helped undergraduate 
Gen Z college students navigate the COVID-19 pandemic. Conducted through two focus groups, the research 
explored how COVID-19 has impacted both the listening habits and general attitudes towards podcasts of the 
student participants. It also identified how the participants perceived the podcast platform changing in the future. 
Participants were asked to identify and explain why they choose to listen to podcasts. Incorporating the theory 
of uses and gratifications, the participants’ responses were analyzed on the key need or satisfaction they were 
looking to receive from listening to the podcast platform. As a result of the pandemic’s impact, students exhibited 
an overall increase in their listening habits and positive attitudes regarding the podcast platform. 

I. Introduction
With the onset of COVID-19, many people were forced to change their day-to-day routine and habits, 

including working from home, attending classes virtually, and how they socialized with others. Much of the 
world was quarantined in their homes for weeks, unsure if life would ever return to normal. College students 
fled their campuses for safe havens in an effort to control the spread of the contagious disease. Many 
seniors were unable to attend graduation ceremonies in person, and undergraduates largely shifted to online 
classes. Students had more free time, finding new hobbies and activities to explore in their homes during the 
quarantine period. One of those activities was podcast listening. While podcast popularity has been on the 
rise in recent years, those stuck at home began to use the platform even more during quarantine. 

Since 2019, podcast listening has increased from 51% to 55% of the United States population (Winn, 
2021). As of April 2021, there were over 2 million podcasts totaling more than 48 million individual episodes. 
On its own, Apple had more than 500,000 active podcasts in more than 100 languages (Winn, 2021). Many 
people have searched for an outlet on the topics they are passionate about or want to share with the world, 
and the podcast platform has provided that. 

In response to COVID-19, many turned to podcasts as a way to entertain, educate, and eradicate 
boredom or loneliness while stuck at home. Many even took the podcast episodes on road trips, as they 
had to find ways to get out of the house during a time of disconnection with friends and normal routines. 
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Since podcasts use solely audio, the platform allows users to listen on their phones while on the go or while 
performing other tasks such as exercising, cooking, or cleaning. During this time of separation, podcasts 
created a virtual community where individuals felt more connected.

As the pandemic declined and life slowly returned to normal, many reflected on the activities, hobbies, 
and perspectives that came out of these unprecedented times. While some went into the pandemic listening 
to podcasts, others turned to podcasts as a source of comfort and entertainment that carried into their day-
to-day lives as the world began to heal. College students have continued their podcast use and have made it 
part of their daily routine. 

This study takes an initial attempt to identify and examine the podcast attitudes and habits of 
undergraduate college students who were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. This was accomplished by 
conducting two focus groups that analyzed the patterns and behaviors described by the participants regarding 
COVID-19 and podcasts.  

II. Literature Review
Previous research has explored the habits and uses of podcast listeners, and how podcasts can 

be used as a vehicle for improving the learning experiences of undergraduate and postgraduate students. 
Research also showed how podcasts act as a bridge for listeners to connect with others around the world 
to better learn and understand various ideas and concepts. In addition, the theory of uses and gratifications 
was used in understanding the purposes and motives for why users interact with podcasts. Previous studies 
incorporating this theory referred to the uses and patterns of other digital platforms.

Over the past few years, there has been strong growth in the creation and listening of podcasts. 
Podcasts are media files that can be shared through the internet and played on computers and handheld 
devices (Jham, Duraes, Strassler, & Sensi, 2008). There are a wide variety of podcast subjects that cater to 
all different backgrounds and interests. Podcast content is created for audiences that want to listen when, 
where, and how they choose (Jham, Duraes, Strassler, & Sensi, 2008). Typically, podcast creators will define 
their podcast topic and then post on an established schedule, helping to create a loyal following. 

One study found that listeners of podcasts were generally well educated and affluent (McClung & 
Johnson, 2010). They most commonly download their episodes on a portable device allowing for ease of use. 
The motivations of listeners ranged from pure entertainment to social aspects, such as talking about shows 
with others. Some evidence points toward the social factor motivation being a key predictor for listeners’ 
podcast usage (McClung & Johnson, 2010).

While podcasts are useful for just about anyone looking to learn more about a subject, they have also 
been shown to enhance learning. Podcasts allow teachers to offer an additional resource to what is already 
being provided in the classroom (Goldman, 2018). Often, podcasts will reference other sources from which 
they are getting information, encouraging students to seek out these additional sources for further insight 
(Goldman, 2018).

Since educational podcasts are easily accessible from any portable device, students can listen while 
performing another activity. A study by Coens, Degryse, Senecaut, Cottyn, & Clarebout (2011) examined the 
effects of combining a learning task (listening to an educational podcast) with exercise (walking or jogging). 
The control group in the study solely listened to the podcast without the exercise component, while the 
experimental group combined both listening to a podcast and exercising. Following the activity, participants 
were asked to complete a learning test. In result, there was no significant difference in the performance of 
the two groups. A second study identified that students who sat and listened outperformed the students who 
were moving. Although this study found no marked difference in the performance, there is additional space 
for research on the effects of combining exercise and audio learning. But this does not change the fact that 
podcasts are portable, accessible, and a great learning alternative for students on the go. 

Uses and Gratifications Theory
The uses and gratifications theory explains how people use media to serve a personal need or 

satisfaction they are looking to fulfill (Communication Theory, 2018). For example, one study showed that 
podcast users had five specific motives: find information, interpersonal use, entertainment, convenience, and 
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passing time (McClung & Johnson, 2010). Another study identified categories that aligned closely to those 
of the previous research, applying the uses and gratifications theory in exploring web use (Ebersole, 2000). 
Falling under the umbrella of motives, another study showed that social media content plays an important 
role in helping members of communities understand themselves and feel supported and connected (Fujita, 
Harrigan, & Soutar, 2018). 

A more recent large national survey found podcast users in the United States use the medium 
for entertainment, information, and audio platform superiority. Audio platform superiority incorporates 
convenience of use, and variety and uniqueness of content (Wang & Chan-Olmsted, 2020). This study aligns 
with tenets of the uses and gratifications theory, identifying how the participants interact with the object 
(podcasts) and the gratifications or fulfillment they receive in return from the act. The motives of the users 
were found to affect the settings, width, depth, and routine of the users’ listening habits (Wang & Chan-
Olmsted, 2020). 

Researchers have begun examining media use during the COVID-19 pandemic. One study examined 
Australian students’ media use during the early stages of the pandemic to determine whether their media use 
related to changes in their life satisfaction (Krause, Dimmock, Rebar, & Jackson 2021). Media use included 
listening to music, playing online games, watching TV or movies, and using social media. The study’s results 
indicated that the participants’ overall life satisfaction was positive in association to music listening, and 
negatively associated with TV, videos, and movies. 

The current study is built on previous podcast research but bridges a research gap by analyzing a 
unique demographic group and their podcast use during the COVID-19 pandemic. This research incorporates 
a relevant and unprecedented event as the defining angle. Because this topic is not overly researched, this 
initial in-depth examination on the topic leaves room for deeper exploration and discovery in future studies. 

Research Questions
This study will answer the following research questions regarding podcast usage during the 

COVID-19 pandemic:

RQ1: How has COVID-19 impacted undergraduate college students’ podcast listening habits and attitudes? 

RQ2: How do undergraduate college students see podcast technology changing over time? 

RQ3: Why do Gen Z undergraduate college students choose to listen to podcasts? 

This research is significant because it focuses on a specific podcast platform and initially examines 
how the habits and attitudes towards the medium may have changed, if at all, due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Podcasts have been previously studied by scholars, but no research to date has looked at the 
unique relationship between the pandemic and podcast use among undergraduate college students. 

III. Methods
The study used two focus groups to seek insight about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

undergraduate college-aged students’ podcast use. The researcher looked for common themes among the 
participants’ comments in constructing the overall findings.

The researcher began by using convenience sampling to reach out to friends, acquaintances, and 
peers that fit the criteria of an undergraduate college student who currently or previously used or interacted 
with podcasts. Participants ranged from first-year to fourth-year students. The researcher posted in the class 
Facebook groups, organization GroupMe messages, and talked to surrounding friends and roommates to 
gather participants. When collecting potential participants, the researcher informed them that all research 
would be anonymous and confidential, and nothing would ever be traced back to them. After gathering 
interested participants, the researcher sent out a short prescreening survey to collect the contact information, 
schedule availability, and general podcast habit information of the participants. 
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The study gathered two separate focus groups ranging from four to five participants each. To follow 
COVID-19 protocol, the focus group sessions were held over Zoom. The researcher again stated that all data 
collection would be confidential and that participant names would not be used. Participants were notified that 
they could leave the study at any time and that the study would be available to them at its conclusion. The 
Zoom session was recorded and transcribed after the conclusion of the meeting for analysis of data. 

At the beginning of the meeting, the researcher began with general, basic information about the 
participants. Then, the researcher asked the participants a sentence completion question as a warm-up 
technique. All subsequent focus group questions were open-ended. The in-depth questions asked about 
the general podcast uses and habits among the participants. As the questions continued, participants were 
asked about the perceptions or thoughts on podcasts overall. Further, the questions tapped into the effects of 
COVID-19 on podcast listening habits. Participants were asked to compare their pre-COVID and post-COVID 
podcast listening habits and then asked to dive deeper into where they see the future of podcasts heading. 

Once the two focus groups concluded, the researcher transcribed the conversations from the virtual 
sessions. The recorded sessions were destroyed after the researcher transcribed the data. The researcher 
thoroughly analyzed the transcripts for common themes, statements, opinions, or ideas relevant to the 
research questions.

IV. Findings 
The study identified several common themes in the prescreening questionnaire around podcast habits 

and uses. Of the nine participants who submitted the questionnaire, all identified that they had previously 
or actively listened to podcasts. All of the participants listened to at least one podcast during the quarantine 
period of COVID-19. 

One participant identified that she or he currently listens to two podcast series, while seven 
participants identified actively listening to three podcast series on rotation. Only one participant identified 
actively listening to five podcast series. When asked to describe podcast commercials in an open-ended 
response box, participants replied with words such as annoying, awkward, necessary, strategic, and 
informative. 

Habits, Attitudes, and COVID-19
Regarding the first research question, participants described a few common associations with the 

word, “podcasts.” Specifically, they described podcasts as interesting, educational, and therapeutic. They 
related podcasts to the activities of cooking, cleaning, commuting, and exercising. The participants noted 
common favorite podcast subject areas, such as news and current events, crime, American history, pop 
culture, global news, lifestyle/self-help, and sports news. Within those categories, a few of the favorite series 
were The Morning Toast (2018), The Daily (2017), Happier with Gretchen Rubin (2015), The Stuff You Should 
Know (2008), and The Joe Rogan Experience (2009). 

Most participants liked to listen to the newest podcasts of their favorite series but also would go back 
to past episodes if they found a topic that was relatable or that they wanted to learn more about. Regarding 
national, global, or pop news, all agreed the specific episode must be timely, and they likely would not find 
themselves going back to listen to old series of news-related podcasts.  

When examining how participants’ podcast listening habits were affected by COVID-19, the most 
common response was that many had increased their listening frequency. However, a small number of 
participants expressed that due to their loss of travel and commuting during COVID-19, they were no longer 
listening to podcasts as much as they previously did or not at all. They turned to other activities to fill their 
time during quarantine. Multiple participants listened one to two times a week while others varied, often going 
two weeks in between listening to podcasts. The highest frequency of podcast listening identified by a few 
participants was five to six times a week. Participants said that exercising, cleaning, cooking, and mindless 
homework or tasks were when they recalled listening to podcasts the most. Long car rides such as returning 
to college were when multiple participants noted as the best time to listen. 
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COVID-19 also impacted the general media consumption habits of the participants. While their 
podcast use increased, their social media use accelerated at an even faster rate. A few admitted they 
excessively used platforms such as TikTok and Snapchat, turning to podcasts to feel more productive and use 
their time more wisely. Participants noted how podcasts distracted them from their social media addiction to 
form a healthier media consumption habit. 

Listening to podcasts helped the participants stay more in touch with current events. As college 
students, there was common agreement that as they get closer to starting their professional careers, they 
want to be more informed and in touch with what is happening with the external world. The students identified 
podcasts related to current events as an easy addition to their day-to-day routine, as they could listen during 
other ordinary activities. Several participants noted that due to COVID-19, they branched out in the variety of 
podcasts they listened to so they could try something new.

The Future of Podcasts 
Regarding the second question in the study, the participants collectively agreed that they believed 

podcasts currently have a good reputation, but this may change over time. They believe the educational 
component makes it superior to listening to the radio or a talk show and consider it a “trendy” up-and-
coming activity. One frequent response among the participants was that listening to podcasts adds value 
and productivity to tedious tasks, resulting in a solid reasoning to continue to incorporate the activity in one’s 
day-to-day routine for the foreseeable future. When asking the participants about the future of podcasts, some 
participants felt that the podcast space will become saturated, largely because so many new series have 
been created during the COVID-19 pandemic. They believe as the space becomes saturated, it may turn into 
a “radio situation” (too many channels, too many options = loss of interest in the platform). The correlation 
between podcasts and the “radio situation” is that once there are too many series similar to too many radio 
stations, listeners lose interest due to the overwhelming number of listening options.  A few participants added 
how there are too many podcast series to choose from within each specialized category they find interesting 
(Ex. Lifestyle or Daily News), making the podcast space overwhelming to navigate. As a result, some 
expressed that they may only continue to listen to their favorite series and not make an effort to discover 
new ones. Some even claimed how they may turn away from podcasts completely due to the oversaturation. 
Conversely, some respondents agreed that as a result of the effects of COVID-19, podcasts are here to stay 
because they allow for listeners to connect with others from all over the world. 

One participant noted they came across an article stating podcast microphones were selling out 
during quarantine and that a record number of new series were being created. With many individuals at home 
looking for new hobbies, there was an influx of people who felt inspired to create their own podcast series 
to share their perspectives with a larger audience. In contrast to the argument that the podcast market will 
become oversaturated, one participant countered with the belief that the influx will make podcasts more of a 
staple. The participant believed more people will incorporate podcast use into their routines to feel inspired 
and connected to the world around them. The participant also explained how the lack of connection with 
others experienced during COVID-19 has made people desire more interconnectivity to the world around 
them, prompting them to find alternative ways to do so, such as listening and interacting with podcasts. 

Why Gen Z Listens to Podcasts
In the third and final research question, many of the participants expressed that COVID-19 was 

a large reason why they currently listen to podcasts. While COVID-19 significantly reduced all human 
interaction for an indefinite period of time, the participants explained that during a time of loneliness, the 
podcast community gave them a sense of belonging to something outside of their homes. Multiple participants 
mentioned the “Toaster” community based on the podcast The Morning Toast (2018), which offered daily 
live podcasts. Others found podcasts as conversation starter and a way to connect with others, as well as 
the podcast hosts. The participants felt passionate about what they were learning or hearing from their own 
favorite series and felt it would provide value to the lives of those around them. One participant described this 
idea as a “unique community that anonymously consumes a topic of interest which as a result fills a void of 
loneliness.”
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When students seek new podcast series, they most commonly turn to friends or react to word-of-
mouth recommendations. This creates common points of interest among the participants and their friends, 
giving them something to connect over. Participants cited using social media, influencers, YouTube video 
mentions, other podcasts, or scrolling through iTunes to find podcasts that sparked personal interests. 

As previously mentioned, the most common reasons participants listened to podcasts was to 
learn something new and stay up-to-date on news. This was identified as consistent throughout the pre-
COVID to post-COVID eras. Podcasts can be thought-provoking and offer new perspectives on interesting 
or controversial topics. The participants identified podcasts as a way to help them learn from a variety of 
individuals from writers to doctors and authors outside of their day-to-day human interactions, especially 
during the quarantine period of COVID-19. These unique professionals and leaders helped the participants to 
learn, connect, and expand their horizons outside of their “new normal” COVID-19 daily routine. Participants 
agreed that this offering provided an extra source of inspiration and education during the COVID-19 pandemic 
that continuously brought them back to regularly using the audio platform. 

V. Discussion
Overall, this initial attempt to understand the attitudes and behaviors regarding college students’ 

podcast attitudes revealed a generally positive view towards the platform. The responses suggested that 
compared to other audio listening platforms, such as the radio or social media, podcasts are seen as a more 
productive use of time. 

As mentioned previously, one study showed that quarantine and social distancing brought about 
changes in the ways people interacted with media (Krause, Dimmock, Rebar, & Jackson, 2021). This 
research found that podcast listening was one way that students changed their media habits. Overall, the 
students’ responses indicated that their podcast listening habits had increased. The podcasts were a positive 
distraction from other media that was not as educational or entertaining. During a time of disconnect from 
the external world, the students turned to podcasts to receive news and to feel more in touch with what was 
happening. Further, the students’ opportunity to listen to stimulating professionals or guests from all over the 
world allowed them to feel reinspired and connected. 

One of the findings from this study was that participants felt podcasts are entertaining. This is similar 
to previous research by McClung & Johnson (2010) that identified entertainment as one of four motives for 
why people use podcasts to fill a personal need or gain satisfaction. In addition, these results align with past 
research suggesting that social media content plays an important role in helping members of communities 
understand themselves and feel supported and connected (Fujita, Harrigan, & Soutar, 2018). Many of the 
respondents in this study noted how podcast series offer a community that diffuses information on topics they 
are passionate about and offers support and connection to other listeners. This is especially important to note 
during the COVID-19 pandemic as many felt more disconnected than ever. 

Word of mouth was the most frequently expressed method of learning about new podcasts in this 
study. This aligns with previous research identifying that podcasts often mention sources where they get their 
information, which encourages students to investigate these additional sources and gain insight on other 
topics (Goldman, 2018). The participants in this study noted that they would learn about other podcasts when 
they were mentioned in their favorite podcast series. 

There were a few limitations to this research regarding podcast listening in college students and the 
impacts of COVID-19. The research did not examine the larger population of college students with a wider 
range of age and diversity but does go in-depth on the opinions of those who participated. Because the study 
focused on several students in comparison to the entire population, there may be additional insights based on 
a larger, more diverse group. Lastly, other methods, such as individual interviews or a survey, may generate 
additional results, providing further insight into podcast listening habits.
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VI. Conclusion 
The research provided an initial attempt to understand how COVID-19 impacted undergraduate 

college students’ attitudes and habits around podcasts. Responses indicate that podcasts were used as 
a resource to educate, a coping tool for boredom, and a source of entertainment. The research revealed 
that the college student population relied on this platform to fill a need or satisfaction related to a topic or 
multiple topics that they are passionate about. Many of the responses showed a desire to fill a gap in their 
lives of community and increase interconnectedness, especially during a time of separation and loneliness. 
By understanding the uses and habits of this platform in relation to COVID-19, professionals can potentially 
use the data to better understand how Gen Z consumes media and interacts with this platform and similar 
platforms. By attempting to understand the way they consume content, the industry can be better prepared in 
targeting this demographic group and prepare to bring them into this media space. 

For future research, one approach would be to examine the attitudes and habits of a larger, more 
diverse group of undergraduate students to see how their outlook differs from this smaller sample size. 
Additionally, future work could explore undergraduate college student podcast hosts who have their own 
series to get a different perspective on their attitudes and uses. 

Acknowledgements 
The author is grateful for the advice and guidance given by her mentor, Dr. Daniel Haygood, 

throughout the research and publication of this article. The author would also like to express her appreciation 
for the support of her family and friends in her ongoing pursuit of education. 

References
Coens, J., Degryse, E., Senecaut, M., Cottyn, J., & Clarebout, G. (2011). Listening to an educational podcast 

while walking or jogging: Can students really multitask? International Journal of Mobile and Blended 
Learning (IJMBL), 3(3), 23-33. https://doi.org/10.4018/jmbl.2011070102

Ebersole, S. (2000). Uses and gratifications of the web among students. Journal of Computer-Mediated 
Communication, 6(1). https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2000.tb00111.x

Fujita, M., Harrigan, P. & Soutar, G. (2018). Capturing and co-creating student experiences in social 
media: A social identity theory perspective. Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice, 26(1-2), 55-
71. 10.1080/10696679.2017.1389245

Goldman, T. (2018). The impact of podcasts in education. Advanced Writing: Pop Culture Intersections, 29. 
Retrieved from https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/engl_176/29 

Jham, B., Duraes, G., Strassler, H., & Sensi, L. (2008). Joining the podcast revolution. Educational 
Methodologies, 72(3), 278-281. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.0022-0337.2008.72.3.tb04493.x

Krause, A. E., Dimmock, J., Rebar, A. L., & Jackson, B. (2021). Music listening predicted improved life 
satisfaction in university students during early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 20. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.631033

Mass Communication. (2018). Uses and gratification theory. Retrieved from https://www.
communicationtheory.org/uses-and-gratification-theory/

McClung, S. Ph.D. & Johnson, K. M.S. (2010). Examining the motives of podcast users. Journal of Radio & 
Audio Media, 17(1), 82-95. 10.1080/19376521003719391

https://doi.org/10.4018/jmbl.2011070102
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2000.tb00111.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10696679.2017.1389245
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.0022-0337.2008.72.3.tb04493.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.631033
https://doi.org/10.1080/19376521003719391


20 — Elon Journal of Undergraduate Research in Communications, Vol. 12, No. 2   •   Fall 2021

Oshry, C. & Oshry, J. (Hosts). (2018-present). The Morning Toast [Audio podcast]. https://podcasts.apple.
com/us/podcast/the-morning-toast/id1368081567 

Wang, R., & Chan-Olmsted, S. (2020). Understanding podcast users: Consumption motives and behaviors. 
New Media & Society. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820963776

Winn, R. (2021). 2021 podcast stats & facts (New research from April 2021). Retrieved from https://www.
podcastinsights.com/podcast-statistics/

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/the-morning-toast/id1368081567
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/the-morning-toast/id1368081567
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820963776
https://www.podcastinsights.com/podcast-statistics/
https://www.podcastinsights.com/podcast-statistics/

