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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

A growing number of legacy news organizations are experimenting Received 4 February 2025
with ways to address the widespread perception that news is too Accepted 15 July 2025
negative. While many of these initiatives claim to apply traditional
news values with a solutions-oriented twist, this study explores
one that .makes no su.ch.claims: the BBC's The Happy Pod. Using a happy news; news values:
quantitative and qualitative content analysis of one year of Happy podcasting; content analysis;
Pod episodes, we analyze the topics and news values the podcast constructive journalism;
applies and discuss normative democratic implications of this solutions journalism
happy-news-only initiative. We find that it is almost the inverse of

a traditional news program, covering primarily soft news

stories and applying few traditional hard news values (suggesting

that some traditional news topics and values are more

straightforwardly compatible with happy news). Instead, it applies

a host of humanistic news values often downplayed in mainstream

news. We conclude that, as a sole source of information, The

Happy Pod falls short of democratic ideals, but in other ways,

particularly in taking seriously the affective aspects of the news

experience and including common citizens, it surpasses most

traditional news sources.
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Selective news avoidance is at an all-time high: 39% of news users worldwide say they
sometimes or often avoid news, many because they find it too depressing (Newman
et al. 2024). Forty-six percent say negativity affects which news outlets they trust—and
trust in news continues to decline (Newman et al. 2024)." The belief that news is too nega-
tive is not new (Gieber 1955; Mclntyre 2016), but in an environment of hyper-competition
for audiences and advertisers, news organizations are now under more pressure to try to
respond to that belief, and many of their strategies raise questions that go to the heart of
how we define news itself. Advocates for movements to make news more positive, from
peace journalism to, more recently, constructive journalism and what has variously been
called eudaimonic, inspiring, or joyful journalism, often emphasize that they are not “just
happy,” but instead incorporate positivity while retaining traditional hard news values,
like holding power to account and addressing major social problems (Aitamurto and
Varma 2018; Galtung 2003; Parks 2021). The underlying assumption is that “just happy”
news is just “fluff”: dumbed down, trivial, providing little of public service.
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However, legacy news organizations are now experimenting with a range of happy
news products, some of which make claims to adhere to traditional hard news values.
One example is The Happy Pod, a weekly episode of the BBC World Service's Global
News Podcast focused entirely on short, upbeat stories from around the world. Notably,
The Happy Pod does not appear to resist the “just happy” label, but instead embraces
what editor Karen Martin has called “unashamedly happy” news (Leonard 2023).

On the surface, The Happy Pod appears to produce exactly the kind of news that advo-
cates of constructive and joyful journalism dismiss as trivial (Constructive Institute 2023;
Parks 2021). And yet, we contend that happy news initiatives, and The Happy Pod specifi-
cally, are worth closer examination for several reasons. First, as experiments in addressing
news-is-too-negative perceptions that are produced by respected legacy news organiz-
ations but are less resource intensive than many other strategies to make news positive,
their approaches may be worth replicating. Second, by making positivity its primary goal
The Happy Pod may be a more radical departure from established prestige journalism than
strategies that prioritize more traditional news values are, and as such it may be more
attractive to audiences turned off by news. Third, news podcasts have become an impor-
tant space for “radical experimentation” (Dowling and Miller 2019, 173) where entrenched
norms like objectivity have been questioned and subverted in ways that put podcasting
at the vanguard of more widespread changes in reporting norms and practices (Dowling
2024; Lindgren 2023; Nee and Santana 2021). Innovations in news podcasting may there-
fore herald broader changes in the field.

In this paper we use a quantitative and qualitative content analysis of The Happy Pod to
explore what news might look like if happiness were prioritized by professional news
organizations, and to discuss the potential of happy news initiatives more broadly. The
main questions we aim to address are: What topics are covered in The Happy Pod?
What news values, in addition to happiness, does it apply? We conclude by exploring
how The Happy Pod fulfills or falls short of the democratic ideals often ascribed to
journalism.

We find that The Happy Pod avoids most traditional hard news topics but does cover
many scientific breakthroughs and solutions to problems, in addition to many topics
usually considered soft or human-interest news. It also does not apply many other tra-
ditional news values—notably absent are stories focused on the power elite—except
for the values of magnitude, weirdness, and emotional impact. Instead, it applies a host
of humanistic news values that have long been present but less prioritized by news organ-
izations. We conclude that, as a sole source of information, The Happy Pod falls short of
democratic ideals, but in other ways, particularly in taking seriously the affective
aspects of the news experience and including common citizens, it surpasses most tra-
ditional news sources.

Literature Review
Negativity as a (Potentially Problematic) News Value

That news accentuates the negative is one of the most well-established findings in Jour-
nalism Studies. Scholars devising typologies of news values—the unwritten rules that
journalists use to decide what counts as news (Harcup and O’Neill 2001)—almost
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always conclude that negativity, sometimes labeled bad news or conflict, is a dominant
value (e.g., Bednarek and Caple 2017; Harcup and O’'Neill 2001, 2017; Schultz 2007). Mean-
while, studies of news content and training materials for journalists confirm that news,
especially “hard” news, highlights violence, disaster, scandal, and conflict (Parks 2019a;
Rozado, Hughes, and Halberstadt 2022; Soroka 2014; Soroka and Krupnikov 2021).

Some trace news’s negativity bias to an evolutionary advantage that helps people
minimize risk, leading producers to prefer it, consumers to respond to it, and producers
in turn to prioritize it more (Baumeister et al. 2001; Shoemaker 1996). Indeed, there is
strong evidence that consumers, although they may say otherwise on surveys, are consist-
ently drawn to negative news, as measured by sales (Soroka 2014), clicks (Feezell et al.
2024; Robertson et al. 2023), and psychophysiological responses (Soroka, Fournier, and
Nir 2019).

However, if we look at broader consumption patterns and consumer attitudes toward
news, negative news may be a problem worth addressing. It is not clear whether too
much negativity in news depresses political engagement: scholars find evidence in
both directions, and some argue there is probably an ideal amount of negativity that
catches attention without turning people off completely (Soroka and Krupnikov 2021).
But audience research suggests we may have passed that point: both declining trust in
news and rising levels of news avoidance are linked to the belief that news is too negative
(Newman et al. 2024; Toff, Palmer, and Nielsen 2023), and news avoidance in turn is linked
to political disengagement (Norris 2000; Toff, Palmer, and Nielsen 2023). Studies show
that negative news can have a negative impact on mental health (de Hoogand and
Verboon 2019; Woodstock 2014), and that large numbers of news consumers, particularly
young people, believe that it is very or extremely important that news help them “feel
better about the world” but that news does a poor job of it (Newman et al. 2024). In
sum, research suggests that even if metrics show that negative headlines catch attention,
the cumulative effects of negative news are a serious concern for news producers and the
public.

Positivity in News

Although less prominent and less studied than negativity, positivity has long played an
important role in news, and some scholars (though not all, see Schultz 2007) include it
in their typologies of news values (Bednarek and Caple 2017; Harcup and O'Neill 2001,
201). Good news stories have been linked to a range of positive effects, including
increased positive affect (McIntyre and Gibson 2016), greater sharing intention (Berger
and Milkman 2012; Heimbach and Hinz 2016; but see McIntyre and Gibson 2016), and
less depression associated with fear of crime (Yamamoto 2018).

But the role of positive news and the way it is perceived have changed over time. Parks
(20193, 2019b) documents how over the course of the twentieth century an emerging
objectivity norm in the US led to a growing divide between more emotional, human-inter-
est stories, which tended to be more positive, and harder, presumably more objective
current events news, which tended to be more negative. This has led to an often-unexa-
mined assumption that happiness is incompatible with serious news, triggering fears that
efforts to make news products in general, and hard news in particular, more positive will
inevitably dumb them down (Baden, McIntyre, and Homberg 2019).
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Against this backdrop, various journalism movements over the last several decades
have made a case for ways to reduce negativity in hard news reporting, including
peace journalism, through an emphasis on alternatives to violence (Galtung 2003) and
public journalism, through an emphasis on empowering citizens to search for solutions
(Rosen 2001). More recently, constructive journalism calls on journalists to combat the
prevalent negativity bias in news by applying the principles of positive psychology,
with a focus on solutions, nuance, and dialogue (Constructive Institute 2023; McIntyre
and Gyldensted 2017). Scholars and advocates of constructive journalism invoke positive
psychology pioneer Barbara Frederickson’s influential broaden-and-build theory, which
argues that experiencing positive emotions expands peoples’ perceptions in the short
run, but also builds their resources (intellectual, emotional, and social) so they are heal-
thier and more productive in the long run (Frederickson 2001; Mcintyre and Gyldensted
2017). Solutions journalism, a form of constructive journalism, focuses primarily on
reframing hard news stories to foreground and investigate solutions to social problems
(Mclntyre and Lough 2021).

The perceived tension between positivity and hard news values—a legacy of the div-
ision Parks (2019a, 2019b) identifies—is evident in discourse around these forms of news.
The Constructive Institute website, for example, explains that constructive journalism “is
not positive, uncritical news, an alternative to watchdog reporting.” That kind of rhetoric
is typical: advocates are quick to explain that constructive and solutions journalism are
not “good news,” or “happy news,” or “just” positive (Aitamurto and Varma 2018; Con-
structive Institute 2023; Mcintyre and Lough 2021), but instead continue to apply
other, more celebrated traditional news values, such as holding power to account and
addressing social problems (Aitamurto and Varma 2018; Galtung 2003; Rosen 2001).
These approaches emphasize that positivity is incorporated in the way stories are
framed and presented (often by highlighting solutions), but positivity is not a core
news value in the sense that it is not, taken alone, a good criterion for story selection.
Stories of individual acts of bravery or altruism, for example, do not qualify as constructive
or solutions journalism because they do not illustrate replicable solutions to structural
problems (Aitamurto and Varma 2018; Constructive Institute 2023; Mcintyre and Lough
2021).

Eudaimonic, Inspirational, or Joyful News
Another, in some ways more radical, strategy to address news-is-too-negative perceptions
is not to reframe traditional forms of news while prioritizing old news values, but instead
to rethink news values themselves. To be clear, this is not a coherent, well-defined set of
practices like those described above. It is a collection of overlapping proposals from scho-
lars and industry insiders who argue that news sometimes already does, or potentially
could, tap into deep positive emotions and contribute to well-being by prioritizing
news stories that are not just cheery or entertaining, but inspiring or joyful. Like advocates
for constructive journalism, they often draw on the principles of positive psychology (Fre-
derickson 2001) to argue that these forms of news can help people become more open-
minded, resilient, and engaged (e.g., Oliver et al. 2018; Parks 2021).

These approaches advocate for making positivity a core value for story selection,
although they usually distinguish between different types of positive news. Here the dis-
tinction between hedonic and eudaimonic happiness is helpful. Drawing on Aristotle,
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some media scholars distinguish between hedonic media experiences, which elicit
immediate pleasure, humor, or contentment and eudaimonic media experiences, which
evoke more profound, mixed feelings of reflection, hope, awe, gratitude, transcendence,
and overall well-being (Bartsch and Schneider 2014; Oliver et al. 2018). Colloquially, eudai-
monic media may be best described as “inspiring” (Dale et al. 2017; Janicke-Bowles et al.
2019). Most research on eudaimonic media focuses on entertainment, but feelings of awe
and inspiration may be elicited by at least some forms of positive news (Janicke-Bowles
et al. 2019; Ji et al. 2019), such as stories about nature, art, great accomplishments, kind-
ness, and perseverance in the face of obstacles (Dale et al. 2017).

Picking up on this idea, Parks (2021) argues that joy has long been an essential but little
prioritized news value. Like advocates of constructive journalism, he emphasizes that
joyful news is not merely “good news,” that tends toward sappy, click-baity stories of
happy oddities (that is, hedonic), but instead highlights “human potential in the face of
all manner of adversity” (827), ultimately leaving people feeling hopeful rather than
defeated. He identifies eight “pillars” to look out for in the pursuit of joyful news: perspec-
tive, humility, humor, acceptance, forgiveness, gratitude, compassion, and generosity
(2021).

In practice, the increasingly popular “user needs” model originally developed at the
BBC applies some of these ideas (Newman et al. 2024; Woudstra 2020). The model rec-
ommends including more stories addressing users’ emotional needs (in addition to
their informational needs), breaking these into two types: diversion (presumably more
hedonic) and inspiration (eudaimonic). Inspiring stories may include solutions-oriented
pieces, but often are longform stories about “people who achieve something significant
against all odds: interesting people doing inspiring or surprising things” (Woudstra 2020).

Reconsidering “Just Happy” News

Because they are often longform, complex, and heavily reported, constructive and eudai-
monic news stories tend to require a lot of effort and resources from both journalists and
audiences (Bartsch and Schneider 2014; Jackson, Gliick, and Nguyen 2024; Woudstra
2020)—a crucial consideration for news organizations in the current climate. Partly for
that reason, we want to suggest that “just happy” news deserves a closer look. McIntyre
(2016) defines this as news “with particularly positive overtones, such as rescues, cures,
acts of heroism, economic growth, reunifications, or love.” (224). Usually conflict-free, a
“good” or happy news story is “one in which the majority of the site’s readers/viewers
would be satisfied or pleased that the event happened, or happened as it did” (McIntyre
2016, 224). Happy news takes happiness itself as its primary news value or criterion for
story selection, and as such stories may or may not apply traditional hard news values
(unlike constructive journalism) and may or may not tap into the deeper meanings of
human experience (unlike eudaimonic media).

Recently, mainstream news outlets have begun to experiment more with happy news
products. Newsletters like the Guardian’s “The Upside,” the Washington Post’s “The Opti-
mist,” or El Pais’s “Correo si deseado” [“mail you do want”"] aggregate and distribute only
the most positive stories from their respective publications, an approach that requires few
dedicated resources. Others, like USA Today’s “Humankind” section and the BBC's The
Happy Pod (detailed further below) rely heavily on contributions from audiences.
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The most obvious criticism of happy news initiatives is that because they do not
(necessarily) apply traditional news values, they risk being trivial or treacly—that is, fluff
(Parks 2021). Studies that have compared the news values applied in “good news”
stories appear to corroborate some of those concerns: good news stories emphasize per-
sonalization, entertainment, and emotion, whereas traditional hard news stories focus
more on the power elite, conflict/negativity, and timeliness (McIntyre 2016; Yu and Zhu
2024). Advocates of constructive journalism also argue that since happy news focuses
on solutions that are not replicable (heroic individual acts, for example), it does not encou-
rage civic engagement (Constructive Institute 2023; Wenzel et al. 2018). Moreover, if
happy news does not necessarily apply any of the news values assumed to set news
apart from other media forms, it is not clear why audiences would choose it over, say,
videos of puppies and kittens or other happy alternatives.

That said, there are some clear advantages to at least experimenting with happy news
initiatives to address news-is-too-negative perceptions. Because they tend to be shorter
and require less in-depth reporting than constructive and eudaimonic journalism
(Bartsch and Schneider 2014; Jackson, Gliick, and Nguyen 2024; Woudstra 2020), these
stories can be cheaper to produce, and quicker to read and understand. And although
the main priority is to be “just” positive, this may be a more worthy ambition than is gen-
erally acknowledged. As is clear in almost any context except when we are focused on
news, making people feel good is not trivial. According to the broaden-and-build
theory sometimes invoked by constructive journalism and eudaimonic media advocates,
when people feel more positive, they broaden their perspective and build resources that
enable them to take a wide range of actions including to engage more in social and pol-
itical life and potentially with news itself (Frederickson 2001, 2013; Parks 2021; Woodstock
2014). Notably, in the many studies designed to test broaden-and-build theory, the posi-
tive emotions in question are induced by, for example, showing people pictures of
puppies or giving them a bag of candy (Greater Good Science Center 2011). In other
words, the beneficial positive emotions need not be profound. If the goal is for people
to perceive news as less negative and to feel more positive when they use it, it is not
at all clear that news must be eudaimonic or constructive. Including more “just happy”
stories may well do the job.

We need more research to understand these distinctions and whether and when they
matter. As we explain in the next section, podcasts are a good place to start.

News Podcasts as Sites of Experimentation

Some scholars argue that podcasting is the latest in a long line of technological inno-
vations that have brought about new forms of news and influenced journalistic norms
and practices more broadly (Dowling 2024; Nee and Santana 2021). News podcasts,
those produced by professional news organizations, (Nee and Santana 2021) can be
either “native” shows created specifically to be distributed as podcasts, or “catch-up”
content repurposed from broadcast programs (Newman and Gallo 2019). Formats vary,
including talk/interview, one-off series, and daily news podcasts (Newman and Gallo
2019; 2020). The latter include news roundups like the BBC's Global News Podcast (the
parent podcast of The Happy Pod), that give brief overviews of the day’s news
(Newman and Gallo 2019; 2020).
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As of 2024, 35% of global survey respondents had consumed a podcast in the previous
month, and 13% had consumed a news podcast (Newman et al. 2024). But that number
belies podcasts’ growing importance for building loyalty and brand awareness due to
high engagement, return rates, and completion rates; for generating ad and sponsorship
revenue, since listeners tend to be relatively wealthy; and for reaching hard-to-reach
younger audiences (Newman et al. 2024; Newman and Gallo 2019, 2020).

Crucially for this project, podcasts have also been a place of “radical experimentation”
in journalistic storytelling (Dowling 2024, 12; Lindgren 2023). Some of the new norms that
have come to define the form include a casual, even chatty, tone; personal storytelling in
which the reporter may become part of the story; and self-reflexivity, transparency and
metacommentary about journalistic practices (Dowling and Miller 2019; Lindgren 2023;
Nee and Santana 2021). In an inversion of long-standing assumptions that objective,
neutral reporting builds trust, in podcasting transparency and self-reflexivity become
crucial for credibility (Dowling 2024). As such, podcasting has been at the forefront of
the growing debate over whether objectivity in its traditional form is as essential to credi-
bility as was long assumed.

In immersive, long-form podcast journalism, especially, emotion is no longer “out-
sourced” to subjects and sources, as has been longstanding practice in other forms of
news reporting, but instead is often expressed by journalists themselves (Lindgren
2023). Thus, both the content and the mode—which, like radio, requires imagination,
but unlike radio, is usually experienced alone, often directly in listeners’ ears—generate
a kind of “hyper-intimacy” (Berry 2016). Given that podcasting prioritizes emotions and
has been a way news organizations have tried out different approaches to journalism
in the past, and that some of these appear to have been at the vanguard of challenging
journalism conventions more broadly, it is logical that news organizations would use pod-
casts to explore the possibilities of and responses to happy news. It is also possible that
such innovations will have wider effects on the industry.

The Happy Pod
With downloads in the millions, the Global News Podcast (The GNP) is the BBC's most suc-
cessful podcast, produced twice daily by staff of the BBC World Service (Newman and
Gallo 2020). The GNP follows the format of a traditional news roundup: presenters intro-
duce a succession of topics and journalists report from around the world, but with what
Commissioning Editor Jon Manel calls a more familiar, “podcasty feel” (Newman and Gallo
2020). Although art, culture, and science stories are often included, episodes usually focus
on the biggest global hard news stories, with death and disaster often taking center stage.
“North Korea tells BBC of neighbors starving to death” (Leonard 2023) is a typical headline.
Starting in spring 2023 The GNP began airing The Happy Pod once a week on Saturdays.
It follows the same news roundup format as The GNP but has a more upbeat tone and
often incorporates contributions from listeners. The podcast makes no claims to be tra-
ditional hard news, but rather prioritizes making people feel happy. “Relief and joy: Paki-
stan cable car rescue” is a typical headline. GNP editor Karen Martin, who also edits The
Happy Pod, has characterized the latter as a space to rethink what news is and can be:

| think perhaps we need to consider what the definition of news is. And are we sort of still—is
it quite a macho concept that it's about war and death and destruction, or is it, in fact, just
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new information that people don’t know about that they'd be interested in that can be inspir-
ing and uplifting? It can be something that makes you feel good. And that doesn’t have to
mean light and fluffy (Leonard 2023).

Scholars have called for more research into news podcasting in general (Lindgren 2023;
Nee and Santana 2021), and happy news projects have been little studied so far. As a
prelude to much needed studies focused on production and consumption of happy
news, this paper focuses on happy news content produced by a legacy news organization,
specifically the BBC's The Happy Pod. We aim to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: What themes and topics does The Happy Pod cover?

RQ2: What news values does The Happy Pod apply?

Methodology

We conducted a quantitative and qualitative content analysis to identify the topics and news
values in The Happy Pod from March 2023-July 2024. Each podcast consisted of 6-10 stories,
and the unit of analysis was the story. Two researchers refined the coding scheme using 10%
of the episodes and used the next 10% to determine intercoder reliability. Since this was a
relatively simple coding task, intercoder reliability was predictably high, with simple agree-
ment at 94%, and Gwet's AC; at 89%.” The 54 remaining episodes (N = 473 stories) from July
2023-July 2024 were then coded for presence or absence of topics and traditional news
values (see appendix for codebook). Since a single story can cover multiple topics and
apply multiple news values, codes were not mutually exclusive (Harcup and O’Neill 2017).

The list of topics was adapted from Hernandez and Madrid-Morales (2020). After an
initial review of 10% of the podcasts and discussion between the two researchers, we col-
lapsed their categories of national politics and foreign affairs into just “politics” since this
is a global podcast, and broke the “human interest” category into science and technology,
health, religion, animals, children, heroic acts and rescues, acts of altruism, and individuals
overcoming adversity. We also added two additional topics drawn from the constructive
journalism movement: scalable solutions to social problems and mobilizing information
(adapted from Maier 2015).

Since The Happy Pod’s main, explicitly stated news value is happiness, we did not code
for that. To identify the podcast’s other news values, we applied the same codes that
Mclntyre (2016) used in her content analysis of good news websites, which were them-
selves derived from previous studies (see Mcintyre 2016, 226), except we eliminated
the “emotional impact” category because we found it too subjective to code quantitat-
ively (we instead explore this in our qualitative analysis), and changed the “entertain-
ment/oddity” category to “weirdness” because we could not come up with a consistent
way to code “entertainment,” and “oddity” seemed less intuitive to us than “weirdness.”

To complement the quantitative analysis, we also took qualitative notes as we listened
to each story, especially looking out for more emotional values (since we did not code
emotional impact quantitively, as noted above) including those Parks (2021) associates
with joyful news. As he argues, these are all but impossible to quantify, making qualitative
approaches best for identifying them, and we wanted to leave room for less-traditionally-
prioritized news values to emerge inductively. We loosely hand-coded our qualitative
notes and discussed them to identify the most common emergent themes.
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Below we refer to specific stories by short headlines. To be clear, only the lead story in
each podcast has an actual written headline, which is used as the title of the episode
online. All other “headlines” are brief descriptors we assigned to stories.

Findings
Topics Covered in The Happy Pod

The most frequently covered topics in The Happy Pod (Figure 1) were arts and culture
(32%), science and technology (29%), animals (24%), and scalable solutions to social pro-
blems (23%), followed by environment (18%), individuals overcoming adversity (17%),
health (/16%), and acts of altruism (15%). Since categories were not mutually exclusive,
there was a fair amount of overlap, particularly between the other categories and scalable
solutions, acts of altruism, and individuals overcoming adversity. Stories within the top
three categories ranged from singular, fun, and quirky, to stories about remarkable indi-
vidual acts of bravery or altruism, to those that stood to benefit many. That is, they ranged
from hedonic to eudaimonic.

For example, the most common category, arts and culture, included announcements
about events such as “Italian town displays the world’s largest Christmas tree,” about a
town coming together to create a massive Christmas tree on a hillside, as well as the
cute-and-quirky (but decidedly not impactful) “France rolls out scratch-and-sniff baguette
stamp.” But many arts and culture stories covered acts of individual or collective altruism
and/or explored potentially replicable ways people were addressing social problems, as in
“Indian comic book about menstruation educates women around the world.” Still others
focused on remarkable feats of people overcoming challenges, such as “Ukrainian fighter
is now a dancer after losing his legs in a war.”

40%

151

30%

=473)

20%

10%

Percent and number of stories (N

Figure 1. Topics covered in The Happy Pod.
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Stories in the second most common category, science and technology, likewise
covered some fun or funny oddities (“Male palm cockatoos make drumsticks to woo
mates”) but most explored breakthroughs and innovations that could potentially
change or even save many lives such as “New drug for Alzheimer’s treatment.” Animal
stories were also extremely common, and ran the gamut from whimsical, e.g., “Tiny
Welsh mouse helps tidy man’s work shed,” or weird, like “Mayor marries caiman in
Mexico,” to a happy reversal of the proverbial man-bites-dog story: “Dog saves Texas
family from a fire.” But many animal stories also included those that had a conservation
or environmental element, including discoveries of new species (“New species of toad dis-
covered in Kenya"”) and endangered animals brought back from the brink of extinction.

The least common topics were those normally considered hard news: economics (1 story
or .2%), religion (3 stories/.6%), politics (5 stories/1%), crime (7 stories/1.5%), natural disas-
ters (8/1.7%), and military action/war (9 stories/1.9%). While it may be unsurprising that
these types of stories, so often centered on conflict and casualties in traditional news,
are not covered more in a podcast focused on happy news, it is still notable that there
were so few stories covering these topics. When they were covered, it was in an unconven-
tional way, foregrounding innovation, heroism, and survival in the face of destructive
forces, rather than the destructive forces themselves. The single story coded as economics
explored the economic benefits that the legacy of the poet Robert Burns brings to Scotland.
One of the few stories coded for both politics and military action/war was “Moroccan and
Algerian friends create initiatives to promote unity between 2 countries in conflict,” a story
that provided background on the political conflict dividing the two nations but focused on
how common citizens were trying to overcome it.

In short, The Happy Pod prioritized what are usually considered soft news topics and
scientific breakthroughs, while sidelining traditional hard news topics like politics, econ-
omics, and disasters. Stories ranged from light, hedonic fare to more eudaimonic stories
that featured inspiring acts of heroism or solutions that had benefitted or would benefit
many people. Notably, the latter (stories coded as discussing “scalable solutions”) come
closest to fitting the criteria for constructive journalism. Meanwhile, “individuals overcom-
ing adversity” and “acts of altruism” do not meet those criteria, insofar as they highlight
remarkable individual acts that are newsworthy and inspiring precisely because they are
rare or impossible to replicate, but they still might be considered eudaimonic or inspiring.

News Values in The Happy Pod: Quantitative Findings

Our second research question was what news values The Happy Pod applies. In line with
past research on happy news (McIntyre 2016; Yu and Zhu 2024), in our quantitative analy-
sis (Figure 2) we found that The Happy Pod applied few conventional news values (except
emotional impact, which we explore further in our qualitative analysis below). Most strik-
ingly, zero stories in the sample focused on the power elite, which underscores the degree
to which the podcast focused on common citizens, in sharp contrast to more traditional
news approaches (more on this, too, below). Less surprisingly, very few stories (5) covered
conflict, and those that did, like the aforementioned story about Algerian and Moroccan
friends, focused on people rising above conflict, facing it heroically, or standing up to
power and winning, such as “Central Indian man takes on coal industry to save a forest
and wins.”
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Figure 2. News values in The Happy Pod.

Weirdness (68 stories), was somewhat more common, including many stories about
animals and individuals doing unusual things that ranged from funny and adorable
(“Cat named Truffles at US eye clinic helps kids try on glasses”), to amazing (“Baby
found safe in tree after crib lifted by tornado in Tennessee”), to just plain odd (“US
woman creates new Guiness World Record for burp”).

But the most often applied traditional news value was magnitude/impact at 148
stories. Here we included stories that had already or were likely to affect hundreds of
people or more, which is perhaps a low bar to define impact. But, nonetheless, many
of these stories were undeniably about events or discoveries or accomplishments that
stood to influence many people for the better (here, again, there was a lot of overlap
with the topics coded as “scalable solutions”). A story like “Surgeon performs first
partial heart transplant on a newborn,” for example, described a medical breakthrough
to repair valves on hearts the size of strawberries, a procedure that looked likely to
save thousands of babies in the future.

In sum, some values that are conventionally prioritized in hard news, like conflict and
the power elite were nearly or completely absent in the The Happy Pod. Weirdness and,
especially, magnitude, were somewhat more common—although, even combined,
these did not apply to even half the stories. This raises the question answered in the
next section: if conventional hard news values are so underplayed, what values, in
addition to happiness itself, are being used to select stories for The Happy Pod?

News Values in The Happy Pod: Qualitative Findings

The purpose of our qualitative analysis was to allow less-conventional news values to
emerge inductively, but we also kept emotional impact (a conventional news value
that we found we could not quantify) in mind along with Parks’s (2021) “pillars” of joy:
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perspective, humility, humor, acceptance, forgiveness, gratitude, compassion, and gener-
osity. As explained above, these are values that exist in conventional news, but are often
downplayed and relegated to “soft” news sections or human-interest stories. We found
that The Happy Pod did prioritize emotional impact, and in so doing applied a set of
more humanistic values that align well with Parks’s (2021), especially gratitude, generos-
ity, and compassion. To these we add two qualities associated with eudaimonic media:
hope and awe/inspiration.

While some of the stories that applied these humanistic values also applied more con-
ventional news values, in the sense that they were high on magnitude (e.g., “Potentially
groundbreaking treatment could help restore movement to paralyzed limbs”) or weird-
ness (e.g., “Mexican woman turns home into a clinic for hummingbirds”), many applied
no traditional hard news values except emotional impact. For example, stories such as
“5-year-old’s teacher donates part of her liver to him,” while profoundly life-changing
for those involved, had no impact beyond them, covered no powerful people, and
were not particularly timely or weird. They explored selfless acts of giving and receiving
kindness. Likewise, many stories about remarkable individual accomplishments (e.g.,
“Man breaks record as oldest person to row across Atlantic”) were not widely impactful,
but were awe-inspiring, hopeful, or both.

These humanistic values were not only prioritized in story selection, but also in the
ways the stories were told. Presenters often prompted sources to speak explicitly about
generosity or gratitude, sometimes implying or suggesting outright that these very qual-
ities may be the root of happiness. For example, another organ donation story, this one
about a mother and daughter who both donated kidneys to strangers, began with the
mother describing feeling inspired by a story of someone else becoming a donor, recal-
ling “I just remember thinking 'l can do this. This gives meaning to life,’ you know? Like I'm
helping. I'm contributing.” Her daughter was later inspired to do the same. The story ends
with the mother recalling feeling moved to tears at a gathering of donors and
recipients, concluding, “This is the lesson. Just to really, really, just approach this life
with so much joy.”

To these humanistic news values we can add two additional values that are even less
common, particularly in a global news program: ordinariness and community.

Regarding ordinariness, this manifested in The Happy Pod in two respects. First, as a
kind of inverse to the power elite focus in traditional news, the podcast focused almost
entirely on relatively less-powerful people. While some protagonists were outstanding
in their fields, common citizens (as opposed to political figures or celebrities) were the
main sources and subjects of the stories. They were often featured because they had
done extraordinary things, such as set a record, or simply experienced something extre-
mely unusual, such as making a rare discovery (e.g., “Man with metal detector finds med-
ieval treasures in Scotland”). The few stories in our sample that centered on conflict were
about common citizens standing up to powerful people, like the aforementioned “Central
Indian man takes on coal industry to save a forest, and wins.”

The inclusion of ordinary people in news because they have done something extraordi-
nary is not new (Palmer 2017), although The Happy Pod centers these people to an
uncommon degree. However, in The Happy Pod we also found an undercurrent celebrat-
ing ordinariness itself, in the sense of the every-day and unremarkable, that seemed even
more unconventional. Listeners were frequently invited to call in to talk about sounds that
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made them happy in their daily life, and featured calls included sounds like a coffee maker
or feet on snow—that is, ordinary things. Experts gave advice about day-to-day well-
being that were extremely simple and, well, ordinary, such as getting enough sleep, or
socializing (“Research finds that people who reconnect with old friends are happier”). In
this way, The Happy Pod not only celebrated the thrill of the extraordinary but also con-
tentment with the ordinary.

Relatedly, we identified community as one of The Happy Pod'’s news values because col-
lective action or people helping one another was celebrated in many of the stories, but
also because, in comparison to traditional news programs, this podcast was much
more collaborative with the audience. Far more so than a traditional news show, this
was a kind of global community-centered journalism (Wenzel 2020), insofar as listeners
contributed story ideas, responded to calls from presenters to tell stories fitting specific
categories, such as “small acts of kindness that have made your day,” and sent in record-
ings to be included in the podcast.

The show also edited stories to highlight moments when interviewees articulated what
made them happy, sometimes prompted by a reporter. The heart surgeon mentioned
above, for example, not only explained the significance of his groundbreaking surgery
on a newborn, but also how he felt about it: “talk about the joy of your life, to be able
to see a child that you've done a groundbreaking operation on, and to see how happy
the family was.” He went on to enthuse about the baby’s family, explaining that they
were motivated to agree to the surgery by “the idea that they could potentially help thou-
sands and thousands of children down the road with this very courageous move.” The
overall effect of these stories emphasizing people helping one another, the listener con-
tributions, and the emphasis on articulating joy is that of a community building itself
around the very concept of happiness.

In sum, although The Happy Pod does not prioritize many conventional hard news
values, it does consistently apply a set of emotionally impactful humanistic values, primar-
ily gratitude, generosity, compassion, hope, and awe/inspiration, as well as community
and ordinariness itself. Ultimately, The Happy Pod is an exercise in collectively defining
happiness, actively searching for it in the day-to-day, and helping one another find it.

Discussion

In terms of topics covered and news values applied, The Happy Pod is almost the inverse of
what we normally think of as hard news. Our content analysis showed it gave much more
emphasis to stories that would normally be classified as soft news or human interest,
especially arts and culture, science and technology, and animals. Stories applied more
humanistic values such as hope and generosity, as well as community and ordinariness.
While some of the stories met some of the criteria for constructive journalism, in that
they explored scalable solutions to social problems, and many were inspiring, thereby
meeting at least the basic requirements for eudaimonic news, there were also many
stories that were simply fun, funny, quirky, and otherwise uplifting in their particulari-
ties—what media scholars would classify as “hedonic.” These were not stories that
aspired to inspire, but rather aimed to make people feel good, at least for a moment.

It makes sense that this form of experimentation should take place in podcasting,
which has proven to be both more experimental and more emotional than many other
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forms of news (Dowling and Miller 2019; Lindgren 2023). It is possible that some genres
simply lend themselves better to happy news than do others. But it is also possible that, as
some scholars argue has happened in the past, experimentation in podcasting may usher
in questioning and shifting of established norms and practices in other forms of news
(Dowling 2024; Nee and Santana 2021). With that in mind our findings raise interesting
questions and may indicate potential challenges and opportunities for news organiz-
ations exploring how to make news more positive in other formats as well.

In that regard, our findings suggest that some news topics are more easily framed in
happy terms than others. The Happy Pod largely avoided traditional hard news topics
such as economics, politics, and war. This does not mean it is impossible to find and
frame stories about these topics in positive terms (see “Ukrainian fighter is now a
dancer after losing his legs in a war”), but it does suggest we have few models for how
to do this and it may take more effort and creativity to figure out how.

Similarly, some traditional news values seem to combine more easily with happiness as
a news value than others do. We found that some traditional news values were excluded
completely (e.g., the power elite) or mostly (e.g., conflict), while others like magnitude and
weirdness were much more common. Focusing on the power elite, surely it is possible to
frame stories about powerful people in positive terms, and doing so might help counter
negative perceptions of politics, but given journalism’s long standing mandate serve as a
watchdog for corruption and hold power to account—to dfflict the powerful, as the
saying goes—it is less obvious how to combine a value like the power elite with happi-
ness (and perhaps less obvious that this should be a priority anyway).

Given the way good news projects are so often dismissed as trivial and the fact that The
Happy Pod is produced by a public service broadcaster, we conclude by reflecting on what
our analysis can tell us about the normative democratic implications of a news exper-
iment like The Happy Pod. Is this just “fluff,” or is this podcast performing an important
public service? There are three ways we can think about this question: The Happy Pod
as a source of information, as a source of emotions, and as a reflection of the public.

First, one of, if not the great normative claim for journalism’s importance in democracy
is that it should supply citizens with information they need to make important decisions,
especially about politics (Kovach and Rosenstiel 2014). Taken alone, The Happy Pod pro-
vides very little political and economic information. Many stories do cover science,
health, and world culture in ways many listeners probably find useful and empowering.
But it would be hard to claim that, if it were someone’s sole source of news, The Happy
Pod would prepare them well to vote or otherwise participate in political processes.
That said, it is also clear from its scheduling—it is the Saturday episode of the Global
News Podcast, an otherwise very serious traditional news roundup—that it is not intended
to substitute, but rather to supplement, or even provide an antidote for, the news of the
week.

Second, there is little question that traditional news can be emotionally impactful, but
insofar as The Happy Pod seems intended to balance out other, more traditional news
formes, its role is primarily emotional. And that, we want to suggest, is more worthwhile
than is often recognized by journalism scholars and professionals, who have long dispar-
aged news that is “just happy” as mere fluff, with little importance or impact. As our
content analysis shows, many Happy Pod stories do cover impactful events, but many
do not: they focus on inspiring, comedic, or sweet stories that are not replicable, but
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that are uplifting or funny. Drawing on an argument central to constructive journalism
and eudaimonic media scholarship, it is entirely possible, even likely, that the way
news makes us feel has important implications for democratic participation and
efficacy. According to the broaden-and-build theory, simply feeling good can widen
people’s perceptions immediately and help them build resources for future action, includ-
ing, presumably, consuming more news and engaging in public life (Frederickson 2001;
Janicke-Bowles et al. 2019; McIntyre and Gyldensted 2017). Here, The Happy Pod seems
poised to succeed, but future research should explore how producers and audiences
approach these happy news initiatives, including their beliefs and expectations about
the balance of information and emotional benefits they offer.

Third, one way critics argue that traditional news is not very democratic at all is in its
focus on the power elite to the exclusion of less powerful voices (Palmer 2017). It may
claim to serve the public, but news often does not include or even reflect the public
very well. In The Happy Pod, nearly all stories are about common citizens. They are the
main sources, and they are often called upon to help construct the news in ways that
are celebrated by advocates of public, engaged, and community-centered journalism:
not just by commenting on existing stories, but by suggesting stories, calling in and pro-
viding stories, and volunteering their views about what makes them happy, why, and
what happiness is more broadly. In this regard The Happy Pod is far more democratic
than traditional forms of news: it simply gives more time, latitude, and power to the
voices of common citizens.

Notes

1. As an online survey, the Reuters Digital News Report is not entirely representative, underre-
presenting older and less wealthy news users especially in the Global South, but this is still the
most exhaustive survey done at a global level.

2. Gwet's AC; was used to calculate intercoder reliability since it is a more accurate index than
prevalence-dependent indices such as Scott's pi, Krippendorff's alpha, and Cohen’s kappa
when marginal distributions are skewed (Gwet 2014, Feng 2013, 2015), which was the case
for many of our categories.
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