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Abstract: Against the backdrop of an integrative conceptual framework, this 
article examines the perceptual and impact potential that explicitly sub-
jective journalism holds for young audiences. In two experiments, a total 
of 273  young media users aged 17 to 28 were shown both traditional and 
explicitly subjective reportages on the same topic. This was followed by a 
standardized online survey and in-depth semi-structured interviews. The 
findings show that subjective journalism is perceived as more narrative and 
emotionally engaging, but also as less informative, less reflective, less rele-
vant, more in need of explanation, and less critical than more objective forms. 
In addition, young media users identify opinions and attitudes more clearly. 
They would like to see more subjective content and would also comment on 
it more often on social media, which points to the participatory potential of 
subjective journalism.

Keywords: Subjective journalism, experiment, media effects research, young 
adults

A reporter who collects deposit-return bottles to experience firsthand how dif-
ficult life on the streets can be. A reporter who was bullied during her school 
years and later confronts her former tormentors with her feelings in a reportage. 
Reporters who present topics such as migration, social justice, climate change, or 
political extremism from a personal perspective and draw on their own experi-
ences, expectations, and emotions to tell a journalistic story from a first-person 
perspective. Forms of subjective journalism are found not only in »presenter 
reportages«, as produced by Germany’s public-service content network »funk« in 
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formats such as STRG_F or follow me.reports (Drössler, 2021; Brinkmann, 2023), but 
are also part of a subjective turn in journalism, characterized, for example, by the 
personalization and emotionalization of journalistic content, working practices, 
and forms of presentation (Smeenk et al., 2024, 2524f.).

Subjectivity in journalism is by no means a new phenomenon. From the polit-
ical subjectivity of the party press, through the existentialist subjectivity of New 
Journalism (Pauly, 2014), to the fragmented subjectivity of social media (Steensen, 
2017, pp. 31–39), subjective perspectives have a long tradition in journalism. As a 
»personal, individual view of the world« (Neuberger & Mayer, 2026, p. 2)  –  and 
thus as a complement to an »objective,« that is, collective, intersubjectively 
negotiated, verified, and socially shared perspective  –  subjectivity influences all 
dimensions through which journalists perceive and convey reality (Meier, 2018a, 
p. 202). Journalistic subjectivity therefore shapes topics in cultural journalism 
(Chong, 2019), forms such as reportage and commentary (Haller, 2020; Schultz, 
2021), reporting patterns such as narrative journalism (Lindgren, 2017) and inves-
tigative journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013; Harbers, 2016), channels and plat-
forms such as podcasts (Schlütz, 2020) and social media (Savinova & Hoek, 2025), 
and, as a dominant perspective, subjective journalism itself (Brinkmann, 2025a).

1.	 Explicit subjectivity in practices and products

Subjective journalism is understood here as a form of journalism that explicitly 
emphasizes journalistic subjectivity in both practices and products and uses 
the first-person perspective to integrate journalists’ personal expectations, 
experiences, emotions, and opinions into reporting. This definition aligns 
with the concept of personal journalism (Smeenk et al., 2023; 2024; 2025; 2026), 
which likewise places journalists’ personal subjectivity (»byline subjectivity«; 
Steensen, 2017, p. 30) at its center. Such subjective journalism, produced par-
ticularly by new media organizations (Buschow, 2018) such as Vice, BuzzFeed, 
and funk (Stringer, 2018; Tandoc, 2017; Dennis & Dias-Sampaio, 2021; Drössler, 
2021; Brinkmann, 2023) for young audiences and distributed via social media 
platforms, stands in striking contrast to traditional information and news jour-
nalism, which is guided by normative ideals such as neutrality, balance, distance, 
and objectivity (McNair, 2017; Raeijmaekers & Maeseele, 2017; Maras, 2013; 
Schudson, 2001). Against this backdrop, Keinert, Heft, and Dogruel (2019, p. 171) 
characterize the return of journalistic subjectivity (Steensen, 2017; Smeenk et 
al., 2024) as a central future trend in journalism: »The illusion of objective jour-
nalism is being replaced by journalism with attitude and personality« (see also 
Meier et al., 2025, pp. 54–55).
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So-called »objective« reporting is increasingly met with rejection by audi-
ences, particularly with regard to socio-political issues such as climate change, 
migration, and social justice. This trend is also reflected in growing news fatigue 
and news avoidance (Newman et al., 2025; Behre et al., 2025). As an alternative to 
established »objective reporting« (Meier, 2018a, p. 195), not only have construc-
tive approaches emerged that emphasize solutions to societal problems (Brink-
mann, 2024a, pp. 273–277), but forms of subjective journalism have also devel-
oped that aim to transparently integrate journalists’ personal evaluations, atti-
tudes, and opinions into reporting, thereby contributing not only to informing 
audiences but also to their orientation and entertainment. Young media users 
particularly appreciate authentic journalistic subjectivity (Harbers & Broersma, 
2014; Wang & Ni, 2025) when it is conveyed through emotional, empathetic, or 
engaged perspectives (Mellado & Gajardo, 2026; Uth, 2025).

In light of an »emotional turn« in journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2020), which 
Lechler (2020) argues should be analyzed from the perspective of reception and 
effects research, a growing body of international journalism studies is exam-
ining the consequences of immersion and emotion for audiences (Pajnik, 2023; 
Goutier et al., 2021; Greber et al., 2023a; 2023b). However, the question of how 
media users perceive explicitly subjective journalism and how it affects them 
remains underexplored. Guided by the overarching research question, How does 
subjective journalism work?, and drawing on the current state of research, this arti-
cle first outlines a conceptual framework for analytically capturing subjective 
journalism (Chapter 2) and operationalizing it for empirical analysis (Chapter 3). 
It then presents and discusses the findings of an experimental study among 
young media users (Chapter 4) and situates the perceptual and impact potential 
of subjective journalism at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (Chapter 5).

2.	 Theoretical framework: the 4P model for analyzing 
journalistic concepts

Building on the definition introduced above, subjective journalism is initially 
understood here as more subjective journalism  –  that is, as a multifaceted subjec-
tivization of the journalistic programs, practices, and products of the standard 
model of information journalism (Evers et al., 2021, p. 456), and thus as a comple-
ment to objective journalism (Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 198ff.).

In German-language scholarship on journalistic concepts, forms, and report-
ing patterns, this relationship has repeatedly been described: alternative pat-
terns and concepts such as narrative journalism, investigative journalism, 
advocacy journalism, and constructive journalism (Brinkmann, 2024a, pp. 
79–86) developed in response to the »weaknesses of ›objective‹ journalism« 
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(Meier, 2018a, p. 195) and complement rather than replace it (Weischenberg, 1995, 
pp.  113ff.; Meier, 2019, p. 106; Wyss & Keel, 2010, pp. 362f.; Fink, 2016, pp. 9–12; 
Greck & Kössler, 2013, p. 109; Hohlfeld, 2003, pp. 232f.).

Subjective journalism, however, should not be understood as merely another 
reporting pattern but rather as one journalistic concept among multiple journal-
isms and, analogous to Haas’s concept of Empirical Journalism, as a »broader con-
cept« (Haas, 1999, p. 15). Subjective journalism gains contour through the adapta-
tion of its journalistic work programs (Evers et al., 2021)  –  that is, through »addi-
tional patterns of research, presentation, and staging« (Hohlfeld, 2003, p. 232).

Hohlfeld (2003, pp. 230f.) therefore characterizes it as a »counter-concept to 
detached information journalism and its rational approach to reality«: emotions 
instead of facts, storytelling instead of news values, »personal immersion in the 
story and emotional engagement with protagonists«, authentic language, and 
an insider perspective (»insider reportage«) combine narrative subjectivity with 
other elements such as activism, passion, advocacy, and participation, creating 
what Hohlfeld describes as a somewhat diffuse mélange (Hohlfeld, 2003, p. 231; 
see also Bleicher & Pörksen, 2004, as well as the debate on fictionality in jour-
nalism between Reus, 2019, and Schultz, 2019). Given the speed and frequency 
with which new forms of journalism are currently emerging and differentiating 
in practice (Loosen et al., 2020), it seems appropriate to regard forms and con-
cepts of journalism as assets that ought to be analyzed and understood (Keinert 
et al., 2019, p. 174; see also Jarren, 2015, p. 121).

To analytically capture subjective journalism as an alternative journalistic 
concept that has so far remained not sufficiently defined (see Neuberger & Mayer, 
2026, pp. 1–2), the 3P model provides a useful framework. It breaks down new 
journalistic concepts currently emerging in practice into three dimensions that 
influence one another but are analytically separated here in order to capture 
these »liquid« forms of journalism (see Brinkmann, 2024a, pp. 57–62; 2025a, 
pp. 782–787). From the structurally shaped level of journalistic programs for 
the construction of social reality, through the actions of journalists embedded 
in journalistic practices, to the concrete (performance) potentials of journalis-
tic products, the model offers a way of conceptually differentiating new forms 
of journalism[1]. In line with the research question pursued here, it can also be 
expanded by a fourth dimension: audience expectations (see Figure 1).

1	 Thus, the model integrates various theoretical approaches: In addition to constructivist and systems the-
ory-informed perspectives (e.g., on journalistic perception and reporting patterns), it combines practice 
and structuration theory with elements from the research field of journalistic quality (Brinkmann, 2025a, 
pp. 787–794).
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Figure 1
Three- or four-dimensional model for conceptualizing 
forms of journalism

Journalism as program, practice, performance, and audience perception (adapted 
from Brinkmann, 2024a)

Journalistic programs: Topics, reporting patterns, genres and media channels (see 
Meier, 2018a, p. 202) constitute the overarching framework of relevance for every 
form of journalism. As »construction programs«, they are central to journalism’s 
construction of reality (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 198–228).

Journalistic practices: Selection, research, verification, narration (storytelling), 
presentation, publication, and interaction are journalistic patterns of action 
(practices) that journalists follow by drawing on specific rules and resources 
within the practice constellation shaped by the respective program (see Buschow, 
2018, pp. 119–125). They therefore represent the individual steps involved in the 
journalistic production of content (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 229–245).

Journalistic performance: In addition to economical demands and ethical norms, 
the broad repertoire of quality criteria  –  such as relevance, timeliness, exclusivi-
ty, and contextuality (see Reineck, 2024)  –  is weighted differently across differ-
ent forms of journalism, thereby generating specific performance potentials in 
journalistic actions and products (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 246–263).
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Audience perceptions: If, following Hall (1999), journalism is understood as a form 
of media communication, the dimensions of reception, perception, and use remain 
missing after the production and distribution of media content (see Buschow, 2018, 
pp. 83–84). For the purposes of this article, the model is therefore expanded by a 
fourth dimension (thus becoming the 4P model), which integrates users’ expecta-
tions and perceptions: How does the audience perceive the products of a particular 
form of journalism, and how do these contents affect media users?[2]

While the latter dimension of perception and effects in relation to subjective 
journalism has not yet been explored, empirical findings are already available for 
the first three dimensions (see Brinkmann, 2025a). As part of the research project 
»Journalistische Grenzgänger« (Journalistic Border Crossers; see Brinkmann, 
2023), all YouTube videos published up to April 2022 by the established, explic-
itly subjective reportage formats Y-Kollektiv, STRG_F, reporter, follow me.reports, and 
Die Frage of the ARD–ZDF public-service content network funk were analyzed as 
case studies using content analysis.

In the reportages produced by these formats, the journalistic construction of 
social reality is shaped predominantly through lifeworld topics that are commu-
nicated to young target audiences in an emotionally oriented manner. Hybrid 
reportages combining interviews with elements of self-experiments focus pri-
marily on individuals and social milieus. They use the interplay between report-
ers and protagonists to tell stories, most of which are set in major German cities, 
from a strongly subjective perspective. As the dominant reporting pattern, New 
Journalism shapes the construction of reality in these reportage formats. Under 
the conditions of social media, however, it has been updated for a target audience 
of 14- to 29-year-olds and adapted for web-video formats, for example through 
the active role of reporters appearing on camera or through calls inviting audi-
ences to comment on the content at the end of a contribution (see Brinkmann, 
2023; for a follow-up study on new presenter-led formats, see also Brinkmann et 
al., 2025).

Such a program of subjective journalism, in turn, also shapes its constellation 
of practices, in which established journalistic practices are reframed in a sub-
jective way, as demonstrated by a qualitative analysis of the reportages that was 
complemented by semi-structured interviews with reporters and editors from 
the funk formats under investigation (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 773–782):

Personalized topic introduction: Following the »golden minute« of a contribu-
tion, which summarizes its content through particularly dramatic scenes and 
striking quotations, reporters introduce the topic by establishing a personal 

2	 This additional dimension of the model thus directly connects to the first dimension of journalistic pro-
grams for the construction of reality. However, it shifts the focus away from journalists, who construct social 
reality, towards users and their perceptions of this journalistically constructed reality from the perspective of 
media use and effects research, thereby making it possible to analyze specific effects.
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connection to it, for example through their own experiences of bullying or alco-
hol consumption.

Hypothesis-driven research: Information gathering follows a hypothesis or guid-
ing question, such as »What happens at Nazi concerts?« (STRG_F) or »Why do 
people want to be eaten? Inside the cannibalism scene« (Y-Kollektiv). Reporters 
typically pursue these questions through their own on-site observations, thereby 
allowing audiences to participate in large parts of the research process.

Interpretive storytelling: The reporters’ own stance  –  and sometimes their 
opinions  –  constitutes a central narrative element. Personal experiences and 
emotions are used to depict situations in a vivid and authentic way. Reflective ele-
ments (for example, concerning media ethics or feelings of being overwhelmed) 
can make contributions more transparent, although the reporters’ own interpre-
tations strongly frame the research from their subjective perspective, particular-
ly in the concluding sections.

On-camera reporting: Presentation by reporters who appear on camera and often 
address users directly is characteristic of this subjective form of reportage. Some 
formats supplement this direct mode of presentation with voice-over narration, 
which can be used, for example, to explain complex issues in greater depth or 
provide additional background information.

Repetitive interaction: Reporters consistently strive for active and personal 
communication and regularly encourage audience interaction through »calls to 
action«, for example by inviting comments or subscriptions. The discursive inte-
gration of the community  –  including crowdsourcing new topics, information, 
or protagonists  –  reflects the strong participatory orientation that characterizes 
this constellation of practices within subjective journalism.

The qualitative and quantitative content analyses likewise underscore that 
this form of subjective journalism can deliver different outcomes than tradition-
al news journalism (see Brinkmann, 2025b). Quality criteria such as narrativity, 
authenticity, emotionality, and participation were more strongly pronounced 
in the majority of the analyzed subjective funk reportages than relevance, diver-
sity (of sources), contextuality, or practical utility (see also Brinkmann, 2023, 
pp. 93–97; 2025a, pp. 751–770).

However, it remains an open question whether these subjective values  –  which 
were identified through content analysis of the reportages and explicitly commu-
nicated by the presenter-led formats as journalistic goals[3]  –  are also perceived 
by users. The extent to which potential perceptual and effects-related outcomes 

3	 »The Y-Kollektiv reporters show the world as they experience it  –  […] Real, close, human, and subjective. 
[…] Our documentaries and reports provoke and polarize, they excite and shock; they are not always objec-
tive, but always honest« (funk, 2023a); »follow me.reports is an interactive reportage format for empathizing, 
where the stories, topics, and questions come directly from the community […] At follow me.reports, every 
story is told by journalists and hosts from the funk universe, […] giving each episode a unique and authentic 
perspective« (funk, 2023b).
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can be achieved among audiences can be examined on three closely interconnect-
ed levels (see Meier, 2018b, pp. 6, 10):

•	 At the micro level, users should be able to recognize a personal perspective 
(e.g., through journalists’ attitudes and opinions) in subjective contribu-
tions and, as a result, feel better oriented and more entertained.

•	 At the meso level, subjective contributions are expected to strengthen audi-
ence engagement, leading to greater interest in the topic, the medium, and 
the authors.

•	 At the macro level, subjective reporting is intended to emotionalize issues 
and, through greater personal involvement and empowerment, foster 
increased problem awareness, public discussion, and civic engagement.

Against the backdrop of the existing research and the theoretical framework, 
the empirical study addresses the following overarching research question (RQ): 
How does subjective journalism work? More specific sub-questions are derived in the 
following chapter on the methodological approach.

3. Methodological approach: experiments and surveys

Methodologically, this article builds on a pioneering study conducted by Meier 
(2018b) on the effects of constructive journalism and empirically investigates 
which of the identified characteristics of subjective journalism  –  such as person-
alization, emotionalization, authenticity, or narrativity  –  are perceived by young 
media users in concrete, explicitly subjective formats and how these affect them. 
Since it was not feasible from a research perspective to comprehensively capture 
the broadly defined concept and the extensive, as yet only partially mapped field 
of subjective journalism, the study focuses on prominent examples of explicitly 
and highly subjective presenter-led reportages, such as those produced by the 
format Y-Kollektiv (see funk, 2023a). These formats emphasize and stylize the 
reporters’ first-person perspective by drawing on personal experiences, emo-
tions, and opinions.

To this end, in a first step, 121 young media users between the ages of 17 and 
28 participated in the study in June 2024. All participants were university stu-
dents, for whom, as young aspiring academics, different patterns of media use 
and different levels of media literacy may be assumed compared with other 
groups of respondents. Participants were shown two reportages. The first, Arme 
Sau  –  Schweine für den Discounter (Poor sow  –  Pigs for the discount store) by Spiegel TV, 
is a traditional reportage that addresses the problems of industrial livestock farm-
ing in Germany without explicitly incorporating the reporters’ subjective perspec-
tive. The second, Fleischindustrie  –  Massentierhaltung schmeckt (Meat industry  –  Fac-
tory farming tastes good), is a presenter-led reportage from the public-service 
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content network funk’s Y-Kollektiv and is considered subjective according to the 
definition used here. Reporter Hubertus Koch personalizes the topic by reflecting 
on his own problematic meat consumption and explicitly evaluates what he experi-
ences and observes from his personal perspective (see Figure 2).

Hubertus Koch [12:38]: »Hey, you sow! This is factory farming. There’s no room for senti-

mentality here. You’re not an animal. You’re a breeding machine. You’re neck steak. You’re 

bacon. More, more, more, more, more. Quantity over quality. Even though less and less 

meat is being consumed, more meat was produced in Germany this year than ever before. 

More, more, more. I want meat! What about ethics and morality, man?«

Figure 2
Reporter Hubertus Koch incorporates his own subjective opinion 
into the reportage »Meat industry – factory farming tastes good!« 
(Y-Kollektiv) through his on-camera presentation.

Screenshot. The captions read: »Honestly, I don‘t give a shit whether that chicken 
dies or not.«

The experiment was repeated in October 2024 with 167 young media users, who 
were likewise university students, using two additional reportages. Whereas 
the traditional ARTE reportage Mediterranean  –  Volunteering with SOS Méditerranée 
does not contain explicit subjective perspectives on the part of the reporters, 
the Y-Kollektiv reportage Sea rescue in the Mediterranean  –  When will the dying finally 
stop? includes explicit subjective references. Reporter Dennis Leiffels repeatedly 
expresses his personal perspective in an emotional and opinionated manner 
(see Figure 3):
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Dennis Leiffels [13:38]: »What fates. And the situation is not improving. Now, during the 

summer, more and more people are setting out on this journey. What follows is an asylum 

procedure that will probably be discontinued sooner or later. I need to let off steam while 

we’re heading back to Lampedusa. Man, I’m angry and frustrated. How many more people 

have to die before we, the self-proclaimed guardians of human rights, finally start discuss-

ing a solution? I don’t know what that solution looks like either. But allowing thousands of 

people to die certainly cannot be one.«

Figure 3
»Sea rescue in the Mediterranean – when will the dying finally stop?« 
(Y-Kollektiv) Reporter Dennis Leiffels expresses his own opinion 
directly on camera.

Screenshot. The captions read: »And at the same time, we Europeans like to see 
ourselves as the guardians of human rights. What a joke.«

In a second step, all participants completed an online questionnaire (see 
Figure  4). In addition to quantitative variables, the survey also included 
open-ended questions that allowed respondents to provide qualitative answers. 
The questionnaire was adapted from Meier’s (2018b) study but revised for forms 
of subjective journalism. In addition, in-depth semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with 35 selected participants to gain qualitative insights into the per-
ception and effects of the reportages. Furthermore, 17 respondents participated 
in two focus group discussions moderated by the researcher.

For the analysis, six hypotheses regarding the potential intended effects 
of subjective journalism were developed on the basis of the literature and 
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previously conducted semi-structured interviews with journalists working in 
subjective journalistic formats (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 305–311). A seventh 
hypothesis was derived from media-journalistic criticism of subjective forms 
of journalism such as presenter reportages (see Reisin, 2022; Schwarzer, 2021; 
Kissler, 2021). The hypotheses formulate assumptions about the effects of explic-
itly subjective reportages in comparison with traditional reportages:

Information and interest
•	 H1: Users feel better informed/entertained/oriented after watching the con-

tent. (V1–2)
•	 H2: The content generates greater interest in the topic presented. (V3)
•	 H3: Users would like to watch more content by the author and/or medium in 

the future. (V4)
•	 H4: Users are able to recognize a subjectively mediated approach. (V5)

Engagement and willingness to act
•	 H5: Users would like to talk about the content with friends or relatives and/

or share it. (V6–8)
Mental state

•	 H6: Users’ mental state is negatively affected. (V9)
Personal opinion

•	 H7: Users gain the impression that the content expresses a clear stance or 
opinion on the topic.

4.	 Presentation and discussion of the empirical findings

The seven hypotheses were tested using the ten quantitative variables from the 
standardized survey (see Tables 1–5), with arithmetic mean scores being reported 
(see Meier, 2018b, p. 12). The findings were additionally supplemented with qual-
itative data from the semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions in 
order to gain deeper insights into perceptions and effects.

The results show that the effects of subjective journalism need to be consid-
ered in a differentiated manner and cannot be described as unequivocally as 
existing findings on the programs, practices, and performance potentials of this 
journalistic concept might suggest. Although differences can be observed in the 
mean values of all hypotheses between the groups that viewed explicitly subjec-
tive content and those that viewed traditional content, thus justifying the formu-
lation of directional hypotheses, these differences are generally less pronounced 
than originally expected.

Regarding the first three (sub -)hypotheses  –  whether users feel bet-
t er in for me d, bet t er or iente d, a nd bet ter ent er t a ine d by subje c t ive 
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contributions  –  it is noticeable that the differences in the mean values are rath-
er small (see Table 1). Only in the first set of reportages on factory farming do 
users feel noticeably better informed by the traditional contribution than by the 
explicitly subjective one (»very subjective, partly somewhat unreflective, but nev-
ertheless consistently informative«; N173). In the second reportage on sea rescue, 
this effect is only weakly apparent, yet it is explicitly addressed by users in the 
qualitative survey:

»The contribution feels very contrived. There is a strong moral undertone throughout. I 

would have liked more factual information. There is no doubt that this is an emotional 

topic, but I feel emotionally manipulated rather than informed.« (N81)

»Very emotional, hardly factual.« (N133)

Although Y-Kollektiv is categorized by funk as an informational offering, users 
themselves do not appear to perceive this objective. Instead, they tend to feel that 
information is lacking in both subjective Y-Kollektiv reportages (»Too emotional 
and too little information«; N255; »The images were shocking, but I would have 
liked more figures and information«; N113) compared with the traditional contri-
butions by Spiegel TV and ARTE.

Whereas respondents in the first experiment felt better oriented by the tradi-
tional reportage, this effect is reversed in the second experiment. Surprisingly, 
users perceive both subjective reportages as either equally or only marginally 
more entertaining than the traditional contributions (»While trying to absorb 
information, there are scenes that are apparently intended to entertain«; N12), 
even though the literature describes an entertaining approach as one of the 
advantages of subjective reporting.

The second hypothesis  –  namely that a subjective contribution generates 
greater interest in the topic presented  –  likewise cannot be confirmed on the 
basis of either survey (see Table 2). The differences are very small and vary 
depending on the topic of the reportage. For some respondents, however, the 
style of the subjective contribution on sea rescue did stimulate interest:

»I was able to relate well to the journalist’s emotions, which made the contribution more 

interesting and emotional for me. I listened attentively and learned a lot about the diffi-

cult situation.« (N25)

The third hypothesis must even be rejected. In both surveys, the young users 
indicated that they liked the subjective version of the reportage less and would 
not like to see this type of contribution more often:
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Table 1
Results »information«, »orientation« and »entertainment«

Variable Mean values

Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)

Subjective 
Reportage

Traditional 
Report

Subjective 
Reportage

Traditional 
Report

V1.1 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well informed.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

3,0 2,5 2,7 2,6

V1.2 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel able to form an opinion.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

2,8 2,5 2,5 2,7

V1.3 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well entertained.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

4,2 4,3 3,6 3,6

V2 »I feel that information or aspects are missing in this report/reportage.«
Scale: 1 (I don’t feel any information is missing) to 6 (I feel a lot of information is missing)

3,7 3,4 3,4 3,3

Mean Values (V1.1 – 1.3, V2; H1, n = 121-167 per group)

»Because of the choice of words and the almost accusatory style of the reportage, I can say 

that I prefer a more factual report such as the one from ARTE.« (N131)

»The reportage approaches the topic in a very one-sided way, which is not necessarily bad, 

but I prefer the way the Spiegel TV report tells the story.« (N45)

»Far too subjective! The presentation of the issue is good, but the typical Y-Kollektiv style 

makes it feel completely exaggerated and staged.« (N200)

In both subjective reportages, user criticism focused particularly on the role of 
the reporter.

 »I felt that the contribution was too personal. The reporter took up too much space 

without adding any value. If the reporter occupies that much space, they should act more 

reflectively and not be so lacking in empathy and at times passively aggressive.« (N19)

»I found some of the reporter’s ironic comments very inappropriate, which occasionally 

made me angry. This is probably intended to polarize and stimulate discussion, encourag-

ing people to exchange views about it. But to me, it comes across as inappropriate.« (N75)

»The contribution comes across as the deliberate self-presentation of a young journalist 

with a strong opinion that he was determined to communicate. [...] In the end, it feels as 

though he has a great deal to say as an activist but offers no solutions. He unnecessarily 

mixes himself, his opinions, and his personal life into the story.« (N199)
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Table 2
Results »interest«

Variable Mean values

Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)

subjective traditional subjective traditional

V3 »Do you want to learn more about the topic covered in the report/
reportage?«
Scale: 1 (Yes, after watching, I will actively search for more information on the 
topic.) to 4 (No, if I encounter the topic again, I will ignore it.)

2,1 2,0 2,0 2,1

V4 »I really like the way the report/reportage is told. I would like to see more 
report/reportage like this.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

3,8 2,4 2,8 2,4

Mean values (V3-V4; H2-H3, n= 121-167 per group)

The results are initially clearer for the fourth hypothesis, which assumed that 
users would recognize a subjectively mediated approach. Respondents were 
therefore presented with a semantic differential (see Table 3). In both cases, the 
subjective reportages were perceived as more narrative, although this distinction 
was more pronounced for the first topic, factory farming. For the second topic, 
the differences between subjective and traditional reporting were only weakly 
perceived overall. While respondents rated the subjective reportage on factory 
farming as equally emotional and diverse as its traditional counterpart, they 
failed to recognize several other core characteristics of subjective journalism.

The Y-Kollektiv reportage on factory farming was instead perceived as less 
authentic, less reflective, less relevant, and more in need of explanation:

»It is more of a personal experience report supplemented by additional information. The 

piece feels very ›raw‹. (...) Compared to the Spiegel video, it is much less factual and far more 

subjective.« (N9)

»The report seems confusing because, on the one hand, the reporter takes a clear position 

and, in the next moment, appears to hold a different opinion again.« (N245)

However, respondents perceived the subjective reportage as more surprising. 
There was also a clear perception that, for the first topic, the traditional report-
age was more critical than the explicitly subjective version:

»The piece seems uncritical and biased to me. Reporter and protagonist are the same per-

son, openly expressing their personal opinion throughout the reportage.« (N119)



Journalism Research 2/2026	 123

Janis Brinkmann: How does subjective journalism work?

Table 3
Results »subjectivity/objectivity«

Variable Mean values

Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)

subjective traditional subjective traditional

V5 »The report/reportage appears to me...«
Scale: semantic differential with a 4-point scale in between (the first mentioned, left 
pole corresponds to a low value, the second, right pole to a high value)

Narrative/non-narrative

1,7 2,2 1,9 2,0

Authentic/inauthentic

1,7 1,4 1,6 1,5

Emotional/unemotional

1,8 1,8 1,4 1,6

Reflective/unreflective

2,5 2,0 2,0 2,0

Useful/useless

2,0 1,4 1,7 1,6

Relevant/irrelevant

1,5 1,2 1,4 1,3

Diverse/one-sided

2,6 2,6 2,4 2,5

Transparent/non-transparent

2,0 1,8 1,9 2,1

Comprehensible/needing explanation

2,1 1,6 1,8 1,7

Predictable/surprising

2,6 2,1 2,2 2,1

Critical/Uncritical

2,0 1,5 2,0 2,5

Mean values: (V5 H4, n = 121-167 per group)
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For the second topic, refugee sea rescue, this perception was reversed. Here, 
respondents rated the Y-Kollektiv reportage as more critical:

»It [the report] appears more critical. It portrays more dramatically how refugees have to 

suffer violence, persecution, and slavery.« (N36)

»The issue was addressed more critically and from multiple perspectives here. The subjec-

tivity creates a new, more personal layer, making the piece seem more comprehensible and 

vivid.« (N112)

But do users feel a stronger need to discuss the contribution with friends or 
relatives or to share it on social media, as the fifth hypothesis assumes? Here, the 
two experiments produced contrasting results (see Table 4).

Table 4
Results »engagement and empowerment«

Variable Mean values

Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)

subjective traditional subjective traditional

V6 »The report/reportage motivates me to discuss this topic with friends, my 
family, or relatives.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) – only participants who are active 
on social media

2,7 2,3 2,6 2,8

V7 »I would comment on this report/reportage on social media (e.g., YouTube, 
Instagram).«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) – only participants who are active 
on social media.

4,0 4,0 4,1 4,6

V8 »I would share this report/reportage on social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram).«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) – only participants who are active 
on social media.

4,4 3,8 3,8 4,0

Mean values: (V6-V8; H5, n= 121-167 per group)

For the topic of factory farming, respondents were actually more likely to discuss 
the traditional contribution  –  and less likely to discuss the subjective one  –  with 
friends and family or share it on social media. In this case, the differences 
between the mean values were particularly pronounced.
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By contrast, the subjective reportage on refugees elicited greater engagement 
and willingness to act: »I feel addressed personally, motivated to learn more 
about the issue, reflective, frustrated, and compelled to reconsider my own 
views.« (N167) Respondents indicated that they would not only discuss this piece 
more frequently with friends and relatives and share it more often, but would 
also be significantly more likely to comment on it on social media.

Table 5
Results »mental state«

Variable Mean values

Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)

subjective traditional subjective traditional

V9 »You have now watched the report/reportage. How did you feel after 
watching it?«
Scale: semantic differential with a 4-point scale in between

Bored/interested

3,1 3,4 3,2 3,3

Unimpressed/impressed

3,0 3,0 3,1 3,1

Depressed/not depressed

1,6 1,6 2,0 2,3

Emotionally touched/factually informed

1,6 1,8 1,7 2,0

Mean values (V9; H6, n= 121-167 per group)

The sixth hypothesis assumed that users’ emotional state would be affected 
more negatively by consuming the subjective reportage, since it could potentially 
be perceived as more emotional, authentic, critical, and overall more personal. 
Overall, the patterns are fairly similar in both experiments, with three notable 
exceptions (see Table 5). In the first experiment, users reported feeling more 
interested after watching the traditional reportage (in the second set of reportag-
es, however, the difference between the two formats was negligible). The subjec-
tive reportage on factory farming was described by several respondents as »dis-
gusting« (N12; N172): »Very uncensored, honest, and revolting. I actually felt sick 
while watching it. Some scenes genuinely shocked me.« (N201) The second set of 
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reportages, meanwhile, left users feeling more depressed. Several respondents 
described the explicitly subjective contribution as »oppressive« (N12; N45; N165), 
»depressing,« or »sad« (N32; N109; N256). In both cases, however, users reported 
being more emotionally affected by the subjective reportages:

»The report was very powerful. Some of the conditions shown were disturbing at times, 

but unfortunately also highly realistic. Through the reporter, you had the feeling of being 

even closer to what was happening, especially because you could follow his personal jour-

ney in relation to the topic.« (N66)

»It made me want to learn more about the issue, and it affected me emotionally.« (N144)

»This contribution enables a high degree of empathy. You feel sorry for the people in need. 

You wish you could do something to help, but you do not know how. It is highly emotional 

and shapes a clear opinion for me  –  namely, that people in need must be helped.« (N207)

Do users gain the impression that a report contains a clear stance or opinion 
(e.g., on the part of the reporter)? Although the mean values for the seventh 
hypothesis differ considerably, the findings are once again contradictory: While, 
in the case of factory farming, users were significantly more likely to perceive 
opinions and attitudes in the traditional reportage, this pattern was reversed for 
the topic of refugees. Here, users were noticeably more likely to feel that the sub-
jective reportage contained opinions and value judgments:

»The report conveys a very clear and unequivocal opinion, which is also reflected in the 

way it was filmed and narrated.« (N15)

»The report seemed much more sentimental [...] and the creator of the video already 

appeared to hold a preconceived opinion, as he consistently sided with the refugees.« (N95)

»The report and the reporter take a clear position. It is obvious that he wants to support 

and ›prove‹ this position through his footage. He wants to convey a message.« (N202)

»The report comes across as highly opinionated. [...] Through his positions, the reporter 

assumes the role of an advocate for the victims.« (N255)

»The report serves only entertainment and opinion formation, not the objective informa-

tion of the audience. It promotes a clear stance, but one that is not substantiated by facts. It 

is a one-sided, subjective, and unreflective report.« (N186)
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Table 6
Results »opinion«

Variable Mean values

Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)

subjective traditional subjective traditional

V10 »I feel that the report/reportage expresses a clear opinion.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

2,4 1,7 1,8 2,5

Mean values (V10; H7, n= 121-167 per group)

5.	 Conclusion and outlook: How subjective journalism can have 
effects at the micro-, meso-, and macro-Level

Forms of subjective journalism aim to open up individual and personal perspec-
tives on social problems and everyday-life phenomena (see Steensen, 2011) by 
making reporters’ expectations, experiences, and emotions an integral part of 
the journalistic story. For media users, the established journalistic W-questions 
can thus be expanded to include the question: »What does this do to me?«  –  a 
question that presenters in these reportages regularly and explicitly pose as the 
starting point for subjective reporting (see Brinkmann, 2025a, p. 381). An authen-
tic, emotion-oriented audience strategy appears potentially well suited to con-
veying complex issues in an emotional, entertaining, and opinionated way and, 
particularly for young audiences, to providing important informational and ori-
entational functions. This is precisely the claim made by the presenter formats of 
the public-service content network funk:

»Informative and orientation-oriented formats form a decisive part of funk’s public-ser-

vice remit: To participate in political processes, take part in societal discourses, and make 

informed decisions, it is essential to understand what is happening in the world. Many 

offerings from the categories of information and orientation serve this need.« ( funk, 2024)

Despite the risk of a self-referential »selfie journalism« (Brinkmann, 2024b), 
a narrative-emotional mode of address by (para-)journalistic actors such as pre-
senters, hosts, or »newsfluencers« (see Bause, 2021; Henn, 2023; Duckwitz, 2023; 
Meier et al., 2025, pp. 45–46), combined with content optimized for social media 
platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, or TikTok, also appears to be a journal-
istically appropriate strategy for gaining reach and audience resonance among 
younger target groups. The extent to which these aims and potentials of subjec-
tive journalism can actually be realized was examined by exploring how young 
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users perceive explicitly subjective reportage formats and how these formats 
affect them. The concept of subjective journalism pursues objectives at three 
levels.[4] It might be assumed that viewing a single piece of content is already suf-
ficient to produce measurable effects on users (see Meier, 2018b, p. 19). However, 
the findings of this study show that the perception and effects of subjective jour-
nalism  –  at least in the case of explicitly subjective reportage formats  –  must be 
considered in a differentiated manner and that conclusions should therefore be 
drawn with caution:

•	 At the micro-level, users recognize key elements of subjective journalism, 
such as emotionality, narrativity, and opinion. However, they do not feel 
better informed or better oriented and, somewhat surprisingly, do not find 
themselves better entertained either. Nor do they clearly perceive explicitly 
subjective reportages as more authentic, more reflective, or more critical 
than traditional reportages.

•	 At the meso-level, it is noteworthy that users indicate they would be more 
likely to comment on subjective contributions on social media platforms, 
underscoring the discursive and participatory potential of this journalistic 
concept  –  a strategically important finding for media organizations with 
regard to younger target groups. Beyond this, however, no further effects 
could be measured: users do not express a desire to watch more subjective 
reportages, nor are they more likely to share them on social media. Like-
wise, interest in the topic, the medium, or the reporter is not demonstrably 
strengthened. Nevertheless, the large communities surrounding subjective 
presenter formats (e.g., STRG_F or Die Frage) suggest that this first-per-
son approach to journalism can indeed foster a close relationship with 
audiences.

•	 At the macro-level, although users reported that subjective reporting affected 
them more emotionally and was more likely to stimulate discussion, the 
quantitative survey revealed few clear effects in terms of greater personal 
involvement and empowerment. However, the qualitative findings suggest that 
subjective reporting may increase problem awareness among some users, 
although it remains unclear whether this ultimately translates into greater 
civic engagement.

The findings of this study on perception and effects show that users recognize 
key characteristics of subjective journalism  –  such as emotion, narration, and 
opinion  –  in explicitly subjective formats. If »the schemes of journalism  –  such 
as reporting patterns and forms of presentation  –  are negotiated over the long 

4	 Brinkmann (2025a, pp. 773–782) has shown, drawing on the structural-individualist approach developed by 
Reinemann and Baugut (2016), how the development of subjective journalism can be theoretically modelled 
and empirically described as a trend extending from the societal macro-level, via the meso-level of journalis-
tic organizations, to the micro-level of subjectively rational journalists and back to the macro-level.
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term between producers and audiences within a media system« (Meier, 2018b, 
p. 20), and if journalistic practices and their modalities (e.g., topic and news fac-
tors, audience expectations, or media-ethical norms) are (re)produced through 
the recursive interplay of structural and performative elements (see Wyss, 2016; 
Buschow, 2018), the question arises as to whether this also applies to subjective 
journalism. Do users recognize whether a contribution primarily has a news-ori-
ented and objective intention (the provision of information), pursues an inves-
tigative or interpretive approach (criticism or orientation), or seeks to open up 
a narrative-subjective perspective on a topic (personal engagement)? This study 
provides initial evidence that users are indeed able to distinguish between such 
reporting patterns; however, the findings are by no means as clear-cut as origi-
nally expected.

Moreover, the results may be subject to several sources of bias. First, the stu-
dent participants surveyed possess specific media usage patterns and media 
literacy, meaning that the findings would likely differ among other groups of 
respondents. Second, reportage formats  –  which are inherently subjective forms 
of presentation (see Brinkmann, 2024a, pp. 86–88)  –  were selected for both 
experiments. As a result, compared with traditional reportages, the explicit 
characteristics of subjective presenter formats may not have been sufficiently 
pronounced. It therefore seems worthwhile to compare subjective forms of jour-
nalism, from the perspective adopted in this study, with other, more »objective« 
forms of presentation (e.g., background reports or feature articles) in order to 
identify potentially stronger effects.
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Appendix

Questions and variables in the standardised survey of young media users (based 
on Meier, 2018b)

Variables and questions:

V1.1 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well informed.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V1.2 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well able to form an 
opinion.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V1.3 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well entertained.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V2 »I feel that information or aspects are missing in this report/reportage.«
Scale: 1 (no information missing) to 6 (much information missing)

V3 »Do you want to learn more about the topic covered in the report/
reportage?«
Scale: 1 (Yes, after watching I will actively research/seek the topic) to 4 (No, if I encounter the topic 

again, I will ignore it)

V4 »I really like the way the report is told. I would like to see more reports/
reportages like this.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V5 »The report/reportage appears to me…«
Scale: Semantic differential with 4-point scale in between (the first mentioned, left pole corre-

sponds to a low value, the second, right pole to a high value)

…Narrative/non-narrative

…Authentic/inauthentic

…Emotional/unemotional

…Reflective/unreflective

…Useful/useless

…Relevant/irrelevant

…Diverse/one-sided

…Transparent/non-transparent

…Comprehensible/needing explanation
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…Predictable/surprising

…Critical/uncritical

V6 »The report/reportage motivates me to discuss this topic with friends, my 
family, or relatives.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V7 »I would comment on this report/reportage on social media (e.g., YouTube, 
Instagram etc.).«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all) – only those active in social networks

V8 »I would share this report/reportage on social media (e.g., Facebook, Twit-
ter, Instagram etc.).«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all) – only those active in social networks

V9 »You have now watched the report/reportage. How did you feel after 
watching?«
Scale: Semantic differential with 4-point scale in between

…Bored/interested

…Unimpressed/impressed

…Depressed/not depressed

…Emotionally touched/factually informed

V10 »I feel that the report/reportage expresses a clear opinion.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)
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