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Abstract 

The rapid proliferation and unique characteristics of podcast consumption present a significant, yet underexplored, 

channel for marketing and campaign messaging. Unlike traditional linear audio (radio) or visually rich media, podcasts 

are often consumed actively, intimately, and on demand, frequently while listeners are engaged in other tasks. This paper 

theoretically examines how the distinct affordances of the podcast medium – including narrative structure, the host-listener 

relationship, and the audio-only modality – influence listeners' cognitive engagement and subsequent message retention. 

Drawing upon theories of media processing (e.g., Elaboration Likelihood Model, Limited Capacity Model of Mediated 

Message Processing), narrative transportation, and source effects, we propose a conceptual framework. This framework 

explicates the pathways through which podcast characteristics can foster deeper cognitive processing (such as enhanced 

attention, elaboration, and mental imagery) compared to other media, potentially leading to increased message retention 

and impact. We outline a proposed empirical research design to test these propositions and discuss anticipated findings. 

The paper identifies key theoretical and practical implications for marketers seeking to leverage podcasts, highlighting 

the need for tailored content strategies. We conclude by outlining several promising avenues for future research to 

empirically validate and extend this framework. 

Keywords: Podcasts, Cognitive Engagement, Message Retention, Campaign Messaging, Advertising, Audio Marketing, 

Media Effects, Elaboration, Narrative Transportation, Parasocial Interaction. 

 
1. Introduction 

The digital audio landscape has undergone a dramatic transformation in the past two decades, with podcasts emerging as 

a dominant and rapidly expanding form of media consumption. Global podcast listenership has surged, attracting a diverse 

and often highly engaged audience (Statista, 2023; Edison Research, 2022). For marketers and organizations aiming to 

disseminate campaign messages – be they for brand building, product promotion, public health awareness, or political 

persuasion – podcasts represent a potent, yet complex, channel. While advertising spending in podcasts is growing, the 

underlying mechanisms through which podcast messaging impacts listeners' minds remain theoretically underexplored 

compared to traditional media like television, radio, or digital display advertising. 

Traditional media research has extensively examined factors influencing message processing and retention, focusing on 

elements like message repetition, visual saliency, and source credibility (e.g., Krugman, 1965; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

However, podcasts possess unique attributes that challenge the direct application of findings from these older contexts. 

Podcast listening is often a solitary, headphones-based experience, fostering a sense of intimacy between the host and the 

listener. The content is typically on-demand, allowing listener control over pace and selection. Furthermore, many popular 

podcasts employ rich narrative structures, conversational tones, and cultivate strong host personalities, leading to 

significant parasocial relationships with their audience (Stever, 2011). Crucially, podcasts are an audio-only medium, 

relying solely on sound to convey information and evoke response, which has distinct implications for cognitive 

processing compared to multimodal experiences. 

These unique characteristics suggest that the mechanisms of cognitive engagement and message retention in the podcast 

environment may differ significantly from other media. While listeners might be highly attentive to compelling content, 

the nature of audio processing itself, coupled with the common context of consumption (e.g., commuting, exercising, 

housework, often involving divided attention), creates a dynamic interplay between focused absorption and potential 

distraction. Understanding how these podcast-specific elements influence what listeners attend to, how deeply they 

process embedded messages, and what they ultimately remember is critical for optimizing campaign effectiveness in this 

medium. 
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This paper addresses this theoretical gap by proposing a conceptual framework that links specific podcast affordances to 

distinct facets of cognitive engagement and subsequent message retention of embedded campaign messaging. Drawing 

upon established psychological and media processing theories, we articulate pathways through which narrative structure, 

host-listener relationships, and the audio-only modality interact to shape attention, elaboration, mental imagery generation, 

and narrative transportation, ultimately impacting memory for campaign messages. While this paper is conceptual, it lays 

the groundwork for empirical investigation by outlining a proposed study design and discussing anticipated findings. Our 

objective is to contribute to the marketing theory literature by providing a nuanced understanding of podcast media effects 

at the cognitive level and to offer practical insights for marketers navigating the evolving audio landscape. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews relevant literature on podcasts, media processing 

theories, cognitive engagement, and message retention. Section 3 introduces the proposed theoretical framework and 

derives key propositions. Section 4 outlines a hypothetical methodology for empirically testing this framework. Section 5 

discusses anticipated findings and their interpretation. Section 6 explores theoretical and practical implications, 

acknowledges limitations, and suggests future research directions. Finally, Section 7 concludes the paper by summarizing 

its core contributions. 

 

2. Literature Review 

To understand how podcasts shape cognitive engagement and message retention, we draw upon diverse streams of 

literature, including research on podcast consumption, media processing theories, cognitive psychology, and the effects 

of specific communication elements like narrative and source characteristics. 

2.1 The Podcast Landscape and Consumption Habits 

Podcasts have transitioned from a niche medium to a mainstream platform over the last decade. Growth metrics indicate 

substantial increases in awareness, monthly listening, and the average number of podcasts consumed (Edison Research, 

2022). Unlike traditional linear radio, podcast consumption is largely on-demand, asynchronous, and user-initiated, giving 

listeners greater control. Listeners choose specific content based on interests, hosts, or topics, fostering a sense of agency 

and often, deep engagement with selected material (Berry, 2015). 

A crucial aspect of podcast consumption is the listening context. While some listening occurs in focused environments, a 

significant portion happens during multi-tasking activities like commuting, exercising, or doing chores (Edison Research, 

2022). This dual-tasking environment poses inherent challenges to sustained attention and deep cognitive processing of 

any embedded messaging, differentiating it from focused screen-based or print consumption. However, the audio-only 

format means listeners are often not visually distracted by other tasks, potentially allowing for auditory attention alongside 

motor activity. 

The medium's format varies widely, from highly produced narrative documentaries and scripted fiction to conversational 

talk shows, interviews, and solo host broadcasts. This variability in format likely influences listening patterns and 

cognitive processing. Narrative structures, in particular, are prevalent and are known to influence engagement (Green & 

Brock, 2000). 

2.2 Theories of Media Processing 

Understanding how individuals process information from media is central to predicting message effectiveness. Several 

theories offer valuable lenses through which to examine podcast processing: 

• Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM): ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) posits two routes to persuasion: 

the central route, involving careful consideration of message arguments under conditions of high motivation and 

ability; and the peripheral route, relying on heuristics or surface cues under low motivation/ability. The podcast 

environment presents a paradox: listener self-selection and potential deep engagement with content suggest high 

motivation for the core content, potentially facilitating central route processing of related messages. However, the 

multi-tasking context might reduce processing ability or attention for embedded ads, pushing processing towards 

the peripheral route. The nature of the message itself (e.g., argument quality vs. source attractiveness) also matters. 

• Limited Capacity Model of Mediated Message Processing (LC4MP): LC4MP (Lang, 2000) views 

information processing as constrained by cognitive resources. Processing involves three sub-processes: encoding 
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(attending to information), storage (linking new information to existing knowledge), and retrieval (accessing 

stored information). The model predicts that if the demands of processing a message exceed available resources 

(e.g., due to complexity or distraction), processing will be incomplete, negatively impacting storage and retrieval. 

For podcasts, the audio-only nature requires listeners to actively construct meaning without visual cues, 

potentially increasing encoding demands. The pace of audio delivery is externally controlled (unless using speed 

controls), further impacting processing load. Multi-tasking explicitly divides processing resources, a key factor 

in LC4MP. 

• Information Processing Theory: This broader perspective views the consumer as an information 

processor, moving through stages: exposure, attention, comprehension, acceptance, retention, and behavioral 

change (McGuire, 1978). Applying this to podcasts involves examining how the medium affects attention capture 

and maintenance (given distractions), comprehension (without visual aids), acceptance (influenced by 

source/host), and crucially, retention. 

These theories provide foundational principles regarding resource allocation and processing depth, but need adaptation to 

the specific characteristics of the audio-only, on-demand, often multi-tasked podcast environment. 

2.3 Cognitive Engagement and its Facets 

Cognitive engagement, in the context of media consumption, refers to the allocation of mental resources to process 

information and the subjective experience of involvement with the content. Key facets relevant to podcasts include: 

• Attention: The act of focusing cognitive resources on specific stimuli. In multi-tasking scenarios, 

attention is often divided, impacting the depth of processing for secondary information like advertisements 

(Kahneman, 1973). Sustained attention to audio over potentially long periods is also a factor. 

• Processing Depth (Elaboration): The extent to which new information is analyzed, interpreted, and 

linked to prior knowledge and experiences (Craik & Lockhart, 1972). Deeper processing generally leads to better 

retention. The degree of elaboration on a message in a podcast context may depend on message relevance, listener 

interest, and available cognitive resources. 

• Mental Imagery: The creation of sensory representations (primarily visual) in the mind based on verbal 

descriptions (Paivio, 1986). While audio-only, podcasts can be highly evocative, encouraging listeners to generate 

vivid mental images, particularly through descriptive language and sound design. This active imagery generation 

could enhance engagement and memory. 

• Narrative Transportation: A state of immersion in a story, where individuals become absorbed in the 

narrative world, potentially leading to changes in beliefs and attitudes consistent with the story (Green & Brock, 

2000). Many podcasts are inherently narrative, potentially transporting listeners and making them more open to 

embedded messages within or related to the narrative flow. 

2.4 Message Retention and Memory 

Message retention is the ability to recall or recognize information from a message after a period of time. It is a critical 

outcome for campaign messaging, directly linking to awareness and subsequent behavioral outcomes like purchase or 

attitude change. Retention is influenced by the initial level of cognitive engagement: deeper processing, greater 

elaboration, and more vivid mental imagery typically lead to stronger memory traces (Craik & Lockhart, 1972). 

Recognition (identifying previously seen/heard information) is generally easier than free recall (retrieving information 

without cues), and both are important metrics for message effectiveness. Factors like repetition, message distinctiveness, 

and emotional arousal also play a role in memory formation. 

2.5 The Role of Specific Podcast Affordances 

Certain features of the podcast medium are particularly relevant to influencing cognitive engagement and retention: 

• Narrative Structure: Stories are powerful tools for communication. Narratives can capture attention, 

increase processing depth by making information more relatable and memorable, and evoke emotional responses 

(Green & Brock, 2000; Escalas, 2004). Messages integrated into a compelling narrative may benefit from the 

listener's absorbed state (transportation). 
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• Host-Listener Relationship (Parasocial Interaction): Many listeners develop a sense of connection and 

familiarity with podcast hosts, akin to a friendship (parasocial interaction) (Stever, 2011). This relationship can 

enhance host credibility and likeability, influencing the processing and acceptance of messages delivered or 

endorsed by the host (Russell & Puto, 1999). A trusted host's endorsement may be processed via the peripheral 

route (as a positive cue) or the central route (if the host is perceived as a knowledgeable source). 

• Audio-Only Modality: The absence of visual information fundamentally alters processing compared to 

video or print. It requires listeners to rely more heavily on auditory cues and internal mental construction. While 

potentially increasing processing load for complex information, it can also foster greater reliance on mental 

imagery if the audio is descriptive (Paivio, 1986). It also means listeners are free to engage their visual attention 

elsewhere. 

• Listener Control: The ability to pause, skip, rewind, or change playback speed gives listeners significant 

control. While this enhances user experience, it also means listeners can actively avoid or shorten exposure to 

unwanted messages, presenting a challenge for advertisers. 

2.6 Identifying Research Gaps 

While literature exists on media processing, advertising effectiveness, and the burgeoning field of audio media, a 

comprehensive theoretical framework specifically addressing how the unique combination of podcast 

affordances (narrative, host relationship, audio-only, control) interacts to shape cognitive engagement and message 

retention of campaign messaging is lacking. Existing studies often focus on podcast advertising effectiveness at the 

outcome level (e.g., purchase intent) without deeply exploring the underlying cognitive mechanisms. Research is needed 

to integrate theories of media processing, narrative, and source effects within the specific context and constraints of 

podcast consumption. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework / Conceptual Model 

Building upon the literature review, we propose a conceptual framework outlining how specific podcast characteristics 

influence cognitive engagement, which in turn impacts message retention. Our framework suggests that key affordances 

of the podcast medium differentially activate cognitive processes, ultimately shaping memory for embedded campaign 

messages. 

Our framework, depicted conceptually below (a graphical representation would be included in a final paper submission), 

posits that Podcast Characteristics (Narrative Structure, Host-Listener Relationship, Audio-Only Modality, Listener 

Control) influence Campaign Message Retention primarily via different facets of Cognitive Engagement (Attention 

Focus, Processing Depth/Elaboration, Mental Imagery Generation, Narrative Transportation). Furthermore, we propose 

that the Context of Consumption (e.g., multi-tasking vs. focused listening) moderates the relationship between Podcast 

Characteristics and Cognitive Engagement. 

Conceptual Model Components and Propositions: 

A. Podcast Characteristics: 

1. Narrative Structure: The degree to which the podcast employs a coherent storyline, characters, and plot 

development. 

2. Host-Listener Relationship: The perceived strength and intimacy of the parasocial interaction between 

the listener and the podcast host(s). 

3. Audio-Only Modality: The inherent reliance solely on sound (voice, music, sound effects) for 

communication. 

4. Listener Control: The listener's ability to control playback (skip, pause, speed adjustment). 
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B. Cognitive Engagement: 

1. Attention Focus: The extent to which the listener's attention is concentrated on the podcast audio versus 

divided with other tasks. 

2. Processing Depth/Elaboration: The degree of analytical and relational processing applied to the 

message content. 

3. Mental Imagery Generation: The vividness and extent of mental pictures or sensory experiences evoked 

by the audio. 

4. Narrative Transportation: The feeling of being absorbed or immersed in the podcast's content, 

particularly if narrative. 

C. Campaign Message Retention: 

1. Message Recall: Ability to freely retrieve specific information about the campaign message. 

2. Message Recognition: Ability to identify the campaign message when presented with cues. 

3. Attitude towards Message/Brand: Favorable or unfavorable evaluation. 

4. Behavioral Intention: Stated likelihood of performing a desired action (e.g., purchase, donation, lifestyle 

change). 

D. Context of Consumption: 

1. Multi-tasking vs. Focused Listening: The degree to which the listener is simultaneously engaged in 

other activities while listening. 

(Conceptual Model - Text Representation): 

[Podcast Characteristics] --> [Cognitive Engagement] --> [Campaign Message Retention] 

[Context of Consumption] --(Moderates)--> [Podcast Characteristics --> Cognitive Engagement] 

Propositions: 

Based on this framework and integrating the literature, we propose the following relationships: 

• P1: Effect of Narrative Structure on Cognitive Engagement: Podcasts employing stronger narrative 

structures will lead to higher levels of Narrative Transportation and Mental Imagery Generation among listeners 

compared to non-narrative formats. (Drawing on Narrative Transportation Theory & Dual Coding Theory). 

• P2: Effect of Host-Listener Relationship on Cognitive Engagement: A stronger perceived Host-

Listener Relationship will enhance Attention Focus on messages delivered by the host and influence the 

Processing Depth/Elaboration applied to those messages (potentially shifting towards heuristic processing or 

increasing acceptance of arguments due to source credibility/likability). (Drawing on Source 

Credibility/Likeability & ELM). 

• P3: Effect of Audio-Only Modality on Cognitive Engagement: The Audio-Only Modality, particularly 

when accompanied by descriptive language and sound design, will stimulate Mental Imagery Generation as 

listeners compensate for the lack of visual information. (Drawing on Dual Coding Theory). 

• P4: Effect of Listener Control on Cognitive Engagement: While listener control allows for skipping, 

when listeners choose to engage with a message (e.g., not skipping, rewinding), this active choice may correlate 

with higher initial Attention Focus and Processing Depth for that specific message. (Drawing on Self-

Determination Theory & intrinsic motivation). 

• P5: Effect of Cognitive Engagement on Message Retention: Higher levels of Attention Focus, 

Processing Depth/Elaboration, Mental Imagery Generation, and Narrative Transportation will positively impact 

Campaign Message Recall, Recognition, Attitude towards Message/Brand, and Behavioral Intention. (Drawing 

on Information Processing Theory, Levels of Processing, Narrative Transportation Theory). Specifically, deeper 
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processing (elaboration, transportation) is expected to impact recall and potentially attitudes/intentions more 

strongly than mere recognition or superficial attention. 

• P6: Moderating Effect of Context of Consumption: The positive effects of Podcast Characteristics 

(especially Narrative Structure and Audio-Only Modality) on Cognitive Engagement (Attention Focus, 

Processing Depth, Mental Imagery, Transportation) will be stronger in focused listening contexts compared to 

multi-tasking contexts. Multi-tasking is expected to generally reduce cognitive resources available for 

engagement. (Drawing on LC4MP). 

These propositions form a testable framework for understanding the cognitive impact of podcast messaging. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Podcasts represent a powerful and distinctive channel for reaching engaged audiences, yet the cognitive mechanisms 

underlying message impact in this medium have been insufficiently theorized. This paper contributes to the marketing 

literature by proposing a conceptual framework that maps how specific podcast characteristics influence cognitive 

engagement – including attention, processing depth, mental imagery, and narrative transportation – which, in turn, shapes 

message retention and effectiveness. We argue that leveraging the narrative potential, host-listener relationship, and the 

evocative power of audio is key to cutting through potential distraction and fostering meaningful cognitive processing. 

While currently conceptual, the paper lays a clear foundation for empirical research by outlining a testable study design 

and anticipating key findings. As the podcast medium continues to mature, a deeper, theory-driven understanding of its 

cognitive effects is essential for optimizing campaign strategies and harnessing the full potential of this resonant channel. 

The echoes in the listener's mind, shaped by the unique properties of podcasts, hold significant implications for how 

messages are heard, processed, and remembered. 
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