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ARTICLE

Cascading Activation Revisited: How Audiences
Contribute to News Agendas Using Social Media

Benjamin Till Landisa and William L. Allenb
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ABSTRACT
Social media have become conduits through which audiences can
challenge elites in media and politics. Recent updates to cascad-
ing activation, originally developed to explain how frames flowing
from powerful figures gain public dominance, give greater theor-
etical scope for audiences to exert influence. Yet empirical under-
standing of how and in what circumstances this happens with
respect to agenda-setting—another core media effect—is not
well-developed, especially given the affordances of digital tech-
nologies. We address this gap by connecting theorization on cas-
cades to developments in intermedia agenda-setting. Specifically,
we analyze the dynamics surrounding the perceived reluctance
by ARD-aktuell, the newsroom of Germany’s public broadcasting
consortium, to use its prime-time broadcast “Tagesschau” to
report the arrest of a refugee accused of murdering a German
woman in December 2016. By presenting finely grained timelines
linking content analysis of 5,409 Facebook comments with
Tagesschau editorial responses and parallel media coverage of
this event, we contribute further conditions under which audi-
ence-informed cascades may occur: notably, when publicly
funded news organizations are involved, and the issue at stake
invokes both domestic and international aspects which sustain
disagreement.

KEYWORDS
Agenda-setting; cascading
activation; Facebook;
Germany; public news
organizations; refugees

On December 5, 2016, the German Christian Democratic Union (CDU) met for a two-
day party convention in Essen to re-elect Angela Merkel as its chair. The event was
overshadowed by the recent arrest two days earlier of an Afghan refugee accused of
murdering Maria Ladenburger, a university student, in October 2016. That evening,
during the main evening broadcast (“Tagesschau”) of Germany’s regional public ser-
vice network, Merkel was asked to comment on the significance of this event.1 She
stated that, although the main suspect was a refugee, “we cannot reject an entire
group because of this, just like we usually cannot infer anything about a group from
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an individual. It still remains a tragic case that has to be investigated and that we
have to talk about openly” (Tagesschau 2016a). The case of “Maria L.” served as a
lightning-rod for subsequent German press coverage and political rhetoric that has
continued to emphasize the alleged threat of refugees to national security (Holzberg,
Kolbe, and Zaborowski 2018).

Established concepts in press-state relations, notably “cascading activation” (Entman
2003), would prioritize elites’ dominant roles in shaping the kinds of news that audien-
ces eventually encounter. Analyzing the dynamics of media coverage about “Maria L.”
through this lens might suggest that the Tagesschau was independently eliciting
Merkel’s position on an already-salient issue. While an agenda-setting analysis proceed-
ing from this moment might provide valid evidence of this, we argue it would be
incomplete. Crucially, this would downplay the possibility for, and significance of, audi-
ence-led debates occurring both online and through competing media before Merkel’s
intervention on broadcast television.

Recent theoretical modifications to the cascading activation model (Entman and
Usher 2018), as well as large-scale empirical research showing the dynamics of public
attention to issues on social media (e.g., Boynton and Richardson, Jr. 2016), acknow-
ledge that digital technologies and platforms open up alternative pathways whereby
audiences contribute to public agendas that, in turn, might spill-over into more con-
ventional cascades. Indeed, the reality of interaction among media types strongly char-
acterizes these developments: there is growing consensus that the causal mechanisms
implied by agenda-setting may be more mutual than originally theorized, especially in
increasingly diverse media environments (Neuman et al. 2014). Yet understanding
about how and under which circumstances such interaction might happen is limited,
partly due to the lack of granular detail in existing empirical work that tends to focus
on identifying macro-level media dynamics spanning months or years.

In response, we address two key questions: (1) how did the volume and content of
online discussions about Tagesschau’s editorial policies towards the Maria L. case
change between December 3-5, and (2) how did these shifts relate to the
Tagesschau’s own actions? Drawing upon an original dataset of 5,409 Facebook com-
ments made in response to Tagesschau news postings over these three days, we
document the interactions between viewers and the broadcaster in minute-by-minute
detail. We show how moderators addressed viewers’ initial online criticisms of the
broadcaster’s decision not to cover this event on its televised newscast. Yet comment-
ers perceived that the Tagesschau was mishandling the situation, which contributed
to further expressions of dissatisfaction. This public reaction became a story itself,
eventually being picked up and amplified by other press outlets that placed
Tagesschau’s editorial policies under scrutiny. Tagesschau staff responded to criticism
in increasingly visible ways, culminating in a Facebook Live question and answer ses-
sion involving its editor-in-chief, as well as subsequently soliciting Merkel’s response
to the issue. These decisions, we argue, were particularly tied to Tagesschau’s unique
position as a public broadcaster funded by license fees: the combination of its legal
responsibility to report in neutral and nonpartizan ways (Steiner, Magin, and Stark
2019) and continued status as the most-trusted media brand in Germany (Newman et
al. 2021) likely contributed to Tagesschau editorial staff being especially sensitive to
allegations and perceptions of biased reporting.
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Our study contributes to a growing body of work that examines how digital media
are changing existing press-state relationships, particularly those involving publicly
funded news organizations (Cushion et al. 2018). Specifically, it develops understand-
ing about the circumstances in which audiences contribute to agendas in directions
theorized by cascading activation and in ways that involve multiple media. Moreover,
we demonstrate how this process can happen very quickly—within 72 hours—and
could be overlooked in larger-scale media studies that aggregate weeks, months, or
even years of coverage. Finally, our results illustrate the importance of treating
“media” as a heterogeneous group in empirical research, speaking to growing interest
in intermedia agenda-setting (Guo and Vargo 2017).

Revisiting the Role of Audiences and Social Media in Cascading Activation

Our theoretical argument follows two lines. First, audiences can contribute to agenda-
setting dynamics involving established media through their feedback on social media
platforms. Second, this interaction is particularly, though not exclusively, salient in
cases involving publicly funded media that is reliant on and sensitive towards being
perceived as serving public rather than overtly political or commercial interests.
Therefore, we develop understanding about the circumstances in which audiences use
social media platforms to flatten press-state hierarchies expressed by models of cas-
cading activation. By doing so, we aim to connect scholarship on cascades, which is
usually concerned with the ways that elites set and convey dominant news frames (as
opposed to agendas), to work on (intermedia) agenda-setting which does not use the
language of cascades yet nevertheless attempts to document the dynamics among
audiences and different media.

Until recently, scholarship on press-state relations tended to view audiences as
mostly passive recipients of agendas originating from more powerful elites, be they in
government or media organizations. When it comes to deciding which issues to cover
(a form of agenda-setting), journalists pay particular attention to (or “index”) the range
of perspectives expressed by official governmental sources (Bennett 1990). This is
especially the case in domains with few alternative sources of information, such as
coverage of foreign policy or international scandals (Althaus et al. 1996; Bennett,
Lawrence, and Livingston 2006). Even in fast-moving situations involving live reporting,
studies of legacy press outlets suggest that journalists still tend to prioritize govern-
ment sources as “gatekeepers” (Livingston and Bennett 2003) of which kinds of state-
ments are published. These assumptions suggest a relatively stable hierarchy, captured
by the model of “cascading activation” (Entman 2003) in which information flows from
elites through media organizations and onwards to audiences. Originally, Entman used
this model with reference to framing (rather than agenda-setting) to highlight how
the ability to successfully insert a preferred frame not only varies across distinct levels
of media systems, but also primarily lies with elites who “possess the greatest
strength” and “enjoy the most independent ability” (Entman 2003, 420) to do so.

However, more recent work has revised this model of cascades in response to
changes brought about by social media. Specifically, audiences now have greater
scope to exert influence upwards, even while political and legacy media elites sustain
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a given cascade in their roles as “pump-valves” (Entman and Usher 2018). To be clear,
earlier work on cascading activation had left this possibility open, even if it down-
played the likelihood of audience-generated frames having larger impacts compared
to elites’ own frames (Entman 2003). Now, however, there is an explicit acknowledge-
ment that cascades may involve different points within, as well as flow in multiple
directions across media systems that connect elites, media organizations, and audien-
ces. What is more, users themselves can act as “secondary gatekeepers” (Singer 2014)
of news content by selecting what to share and re-post—a process that is also marked
by discoverability algorithms (Lee and Tandoc 2017) and the affordances of platforms
themselves (e.g., Wallace 2018). While this theoretical development regarding direc-
tionality is welcome, it raises the question of how such cascades might travel.

Here, the concept of intermedia agenda-setting provides a potential answer by
highlighting possible pathways for cascades. Specifically, social media platforms serve
as conduits for viewers’ interests and perspectives, making them visible to competing
media organizations as well as political elites (Boynton and Richardson, Jr. 2016). As
such, they have become established players in their own rights insofar as they enable
audiences to express themselves and react to legacy media coverage (Aruguete and
Calvo 2018). Yet how and to what extent they actually impact broader news agendas
likely depends on case-specific temporal, political, and media factors. For example,
during the 2012US Presidential election campaign, Conway, Kenski, and Wang (2015)
found clear relationships among Twitter and mainstream media agendas on several
issues, whereas Skogerbø and Krumsvik (2015) did not find substantial intermedia
agenda-setting effects among candidates’ social media posts and regional newspapers
during the 2011 Norwegian local election campaigns. This lends further reason for the
kind of granular and case-specific analysis we present in this article.

These developments motivate us to revisit cascading activation, particularly its
micro-level dynamics, by bringing its theoretical implications regarding the potential
power of audiences into conversation with the concept of intermedia agenda-setting.
After all, audience interactions are consequential for journalism practice in digital con-
texts (e.g., Heise et al. 2014; Loosen and Schmidt 2012; Peters and Witschge 2015). Yet
there is a striking lack of understanding of how audience-led cascades might develop
and travel across media, and which factors might support this process. Indeed, as
Neuman et al. (2014, 211) reflect on their own large-scale media analysis that uses 24-
hour periods as the unit of analysis, they acknowledge how interactions among audi-
ences and other actors “happen in a matter of minutes rather than days.” In response,
our finely grained analysis demonstrates how audience engagement on social media
platforms with legacy (public) broadcast media spills over to other competing media
and contributes to decisions by that same broadcast media about its own news
agenda. This extends existing theory by empirically developing further conditions for
audience-driven cascades.

Study Context: Refugees in German Media and Public Opinion

Before we present our media analysis, it is important to briefly provide context about
refugees in German media coverage and public opinion around the time of the
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“Maria L.” case. Public narratives within European media coverage of the “refugee
crisis” shifted rapidly during 2015-16. Georgiou and Zaborowski (2017) identified three
periods of what they call “careful tolerance” (July September 2015), “ecstatic human-
itarianism” (September-November 2015), and “fear and securitization” (November 2015
onwards). This broad comparative pattern—particularly the turn towards security con-
cerns and negative framings of refugees and migrants—has been observed in the
German press (Vollmer and Karakayali 2018) as well as countries such as Austria which
display similarities in press-state relationships to Germany (Greussing and
Boomgaarden 2017).

Meanwhile, public perceptions of refugees underwent significant change during
this period. Figure 1 shows how concern about refugees dramatically rose between
2014-17 in relation to two of the other most-frequently named issues (pensions and
the environment).2 In January 2014, 17% of Germans named “foreigners/integration/
refugees” as one of the most important problems facing Germany—still within the top
five, but not especially different from other salient issues. However, concern grew dur-
ing 2015, most notably by 33 percentage points from June (47%) to August (80%).
Specifically for our case, between November and December 2016 concern about refu-
gees rose from 50% to 58% as indicated in the shaded area (Forschungsgruppe
Wahlen 2020).

These dynamics in media coverage and public concern are important for building
and contextualizing our story of how audiences relate to news producers in three
ways. First, our focus on an ARD program highlights how differences among media
organizations themselves matter for understanding the circumstances in which

Figure 1. Most Important Problem Index (Germany), 2014-17.
Notes: MIP data come from “Wichtige Probleme in Deutschland,” Forschungsgruppe Wahlen Politbarometer (2020).
When more than one survey was available in a given month, the latest one was used to represent that month. The
shaded area indicates the study period of December 2016.
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audiences might successfully initiate their own cascades. ARD holds a distinct position
within the German media environment. In 2016, not only was it the only media brand
that a majority of Germans reported using either on a weekly basis or as their main
source of news (Newman et al. 2016), but it also had (and continues to have) unparal-
leled reach as the publicly funded consortium of regional broadcasters. Being primarily
funded by license fees, these public broadcasters must offer basic provision to all citi-
zens while representing diverse opinions and viewpoints across German society in
their programming (Schulz et al. 2008; Steiner, Magin, and Stark 2019). These features
present unique constraints on ARD’s editorial decisions while also opening opportuni-
ties and responsibilities for reaching all of Germany.3

Second, our case occurs within a context when audiences were already concerned
about refugees’ impacts and media were producing largely negative coverage. This
salience paralleled mostly negative attitudes towards refugees: in early 2016, nearly
three-quarters (74%) of Germans considered refugees to represent more risks than
opportunities in the short-term (Gerhards, Hans, and Schupp 2016). Meanwhile,
experimental panel surveys conducted throughout 2015-16 indicated that Germans
overwhelmingly disapproved of hypothetical refugees moving into their local neigh-
bourhood (Liebe et al. 2018). Although we do not have individual-level data on com-
menters, we argue that the wider context represents a situation where audiences
would be more likely to pay attention to—and, for some, engage with—news about
refugees. This could be due to heightened anxiety about refugees’ impacts, a factor
that studies into the psychological determinants of immigration attitudes identify as
causing people to seek out (and tending to agree with) negative information
(Gadarian and Albertson 2014).

Third, our case involves an intersection of domestic (crime and public safety) and
international (refugee admission and integration) issues for German politics. Earlier
press-state relations research tends to justify prioritizing elites’ roles in setting news
agendas by focusing on foreign affairs reporting—a setting heavily reliant upon official
sources with strong gatekeeping powers (Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2006). By
contrast, we show how audiences meaningfully interact and disagree with media
organizations on issues like refugees that spam both domestic (i.e., crime and public
safety) and international aspects (i.e., responses to conflict or crises). Indeed, the com-
bination of domestic and international aspects may actually sustain further user
engagement by generating tension between concerns for locally felt public order and
globally orientated humanitarian norms: audiences can realistically invoke either or
both priorities. We thereby echo the conclusions of recent research highlighting how
the dynamics of agenda-setting, particularly the ways that media respond to each
other as well as audiences and elites, likely vary among issues (Allen and Blinder 2018;
Mulherin and Isakhan 2019; Neuman et al. 2014).

In summary, our case displays several characteristics that enable us to develop
existing theories about how audiences, media, and elites relate: (1) a media organiza-
tion with broad public familiarity as well as legally binding requirements for nonparti-
zan reporting and national reach; (2) a context in which public and media attention
were already heightened, making user engagement more likely; and (3) an issue span-
ning domestic and international domains.
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Methods and Data

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

We analyze an original dataset of comments made in response to four Facebook posts
by Tagesschau staff to the program’s Facebook page during December 3-5, 2016.
Although the program hosts other online venues for discussion and comment,
Facebook has remained its most popular platform: as of September 2021, over 1.9 mil-
lion users “follow” its page. This mirrors broader trends in German media consumption
preceding and following our study period: between 2013 and 2021, while the propor-
tion of Germans accessing news via television declined slightly from 82% to 69%, the
proportion using social media to access news grew from 18% to 31% (Newman et al.
2021). Within this, Facebook is the most popular (Steiner, Magin, and Stark 2019).
What is more, around the time of our study, a sizeable proportion of German internet
users (25%) reported posting comments to the Facebook sites of established media at
least monthly, while 41% reported reading the Facebook comments of other users at
least once a week (Ziegele et al. 2017).

We identified the posts by searching the Tagesschau’s Facebook posts using the
keyword “Freiburg” and restricting the results to 2016. Manually inspecting the results
enabled us to choose all of the posts specifically referencing this incident. Then, dur-
ing March-May 2019, we collected all user comments made on these posts, their times
of publication, and the number of “likes” each had received. This resulted in 5,997
comments, of which 5,409 (90.2%) were published during December 3-5 in response
to the original Tagesschau posts. Our analysis focuses on this subset of comments.

To investigate how the volume and content of online discussions about the
Tagesschau’s editorial stance towards the “Maria L.” case changed during this period,
we used manual content analysis to identify two key aspects: whether comments
were referencing Tagesschau coverage of the case, and, for comments that did,
whether the comments were expressing support or disagreement with the broad-
caster. The first author coded each comment as “coverage-related (1)” or “not cover-
age-related (0).” A further code of “supportive (1)” or “not supportive (0)” was applied
to those comments initially coded as being related to coverage. Then, the second
author independently coded a random sample of the comments (comprising 10% of
the full sample, or 600 comments). This enabled calculation of intercoder reliability sta-
tistics, reported in Table 1. All estimates and associated 95% confidence intervals for
Krippendorff’s alpha and Cohen’s kappa were above 0.80, which is a generally
accepted threshold for very high levels of intercoder reliability after accounting for
random agreement (O’Connor and Joffe 2020).4

Next, to address the question of how the dynamics of online comments related to
Tagesschau editorial decisions, we produced a series of timelines that leveraged the

Table 1. Intercoder reliability statistics.
Krippendorff’s alpha Cohen’s kappa

Related to coverage 0.86 (0.02) 0.86 (0.02)
[0.82, 0.90] [0.82, 0.90]

Supportive or not supportive 0.92 (0.03) 0.92 (0.03)
[0.87, 0.97] [0.86, 0.98]

Note: Reliability statistics calculated from a random sample (n¼ 600) from the full dataset. Standard errors given in
parentheses, and 95% confidence intervals reported in braces.
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high resolution of timestamps available with the dataset. Then, we overlaid the tim-
ings of known key events such as editorial statements and publications by competing
media. Other scholars have used similar timelining techniques to study agenda-setting
dynamics among social and legacy media (e.g., Boynton and Richardson 2016;
Neuman et al. 2014). We complemented this analysis by selecting and qualitatively
analyzing comments around each of these events, paying particular attention to the
justifications, opinions, and claims being made. We supplemented our interpretation
with additional media data, such as the contents of blogs and videos, when they were
specifically referenced as part of the ongoing discussion.

Even so, our dataset has limitations arising from issues specific to doing digital
media research (Zimmer 2010). Although we aimed to capture all comments made on
Tagesschau posts regarding the “Maria L.” case before the December five newscast,
we missed comments that were deleted before we collected the data. On the one
hand, users may have removed their own posts. On the other hand, the Tagesschau’s
own social media team may have deleted posts that it felt were offensive or otherwise
violated community norms, a practice that has been documented in the German
media context more broadly (Wintterlin et al. 2020).5 These comments’ removal likely
means that we have slightly undercounted the number of negative comments. More
broadly, doing digital research on and through Facebook groups (and online commun-
ities generally) introduces platform-specific challenges that can impact the scope of
conclusions drawn from the data (see Rieder et al. 2015). Nevertheless, by focusing on
concepts informed by prior theories, incorporating qualitative analysis that remained
close to the data, and triangulating our results with other forms of information, we fol-
low established practice in social scientific studies of online communication that
reduces the likelihood of incorrect inference due to over-reliance on one particular
form of data (Marres and Weltevrede 2013).

Documenting Audience Feedback with the Tagesschau on Facebook

Overall Trends in Facebook Comments

Figure 2 plots the number of unique comments made in response to the Tagesschau
Facebook posts between December 3-5, subdivided into those referencing the organi-
zation’s editorial decisions and those referencing another aspect of the case. By this
measure, engagement clearly varies during this period in ways that appear to relate to
external events rather than merely capturing cyclical attention. Moreover, engagement
focuses on the nature of Tagesschau coverage with the exception of the first few
hours after a factual news story about the arrest of a suspect in the “Maria L.” case
was published online at 4:29 PM. In the following sections, corresponding with each
day of the coverage, we analyze the content and dynamics of these comments in
greater detail to explore how commenters and Tagesschau staff interacted.

December 3: The Tagesschau Justifies Its Broadcast Silence on the “Maria L.” Case

Almost two months after the death of “Maria L.,” German police held a press confer-
ence announcing the arrest of a suspect. Private network stations, including N24 and
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Figure 2. Engagement with Tagesschau Facebook posts, December 3-5.
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N-TV, covered the event live (Maier 2016). At 4:29 PM, the Tagesschau posted an article
on its website and its Facebook page (Tagesschau 2016b). The article, written by an
ARD subsidiary SWR, included a short subheading stating that a refugee had been
identified as the prime suspect. As seen in Figure 3, initially there was little critique of
the reporting itself in the first comments posted under the article. Rather, commenters
mostly talked about the crime, expressed condolences to the parents, or praised the
police for their investigative success. Debate about refugees broke out as well: while
some commenters quickly blamed Merkel’s refugee-friendly policies during 2015-16
for Maria L.’s death, others argued it was impossible to draw conclusions about an
entire population from a single crime.

Between 8:00-8:15 PM, during the prime-time Tagesschau broadcast which usually
lasts about 15minutes and ends with a weather report, the “Maria L.” case was not
mentioned. Yet even while the Tagesschau was still covering the weather, commenters
started to ask about this apparent omission. One user stated at 8:14 PM “I find it pecu-
liar [merkw€urdig] that this terrible tragedy did not find mention in today’s 8 pm edition
of the television Tagesschau.” This quickly pivoted to possible political motivations:
another user at 8:15 PM wrote “I find it alienating [befremdlich] that the Tagesschau
did not mention the topic Freiburg with a single syllable. All major media are report-
ing! Why is this? Unpleasant reality [unliebsame Realit€at]?” Another comment posted at
8:16 PM accused the Tagesschau of “brainwashing [brainwashprogramm].”

Later that evening, at 10:47 PM in a comment to their original post, Tagesschau
staff explained their decision citing four reasons: (1) the crime was only regionally rele-
vant, and Tagesschau programming had a remit to report transregionally for all of
German society, (2) the police were only reporting the arrest of a suspect, and the
assumption of innocence until proven guilty applied, (3) the suspect himself was a
minor, thereby requiring special protection in media coverage, and (4) the Tagesschau

Figure 3. Tagesschau Facebook comments, December 3.
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had already earlier reported on the press event via its website and social media pages.
This reasoning sparked a wave of criticism in response that spilled over into the next
morning: 171 coverage-related comments were made through 4:00 AM, of which
98.7% were critical of the editorial position. The comment attracting the most “likes”
(916 in total) was posted only six minutes afterwards at 10:53 PM:

The case very well has more than regional significance since it shows that people are
entering our country uncontrolled and raping and murdering. Special protection of
teenagers? Which protection does a rapist and murderer deserve? It is much more the
case that it doesn’t fit the image of traumatized refugees which the ARD tries to force
on us.

Subsequent commenters echoed this conclusion, claiming that German public
broadcasters try to frame refugees in an exclusively positive light for political gain.
Other users pointed out how this perception of bias might lead to further disaffection
with established news outlets and parties, and as a result motivate greater support for
the AfD in the upcoming federal elections: one person said “thank you for campaign-
ing for the AfD.”

The quantitative evidence corroborates these trends. Comments expressing views
on the (lack of) coverage only rose after the initial broadcast and when Tagesschau
staff explained their rationale. Moreover, the aggregate quantity of comments was
relatively low compared to what would follow: only 27 unique users asked why the
case was not covered. The dynamics and content of those comments point to two
important observations: (1) this small group of users, who were probably already
highly motivated, were able to stimulate a response from the Tagesschau’s social
media team within hours, and (2) the discussion was already turning to consideration
of why some stories warranted coverage over others. Perceptions of partisanship and
“political correctness” would become especially salient in the coming days.

December 4: The Tagesschau Stays Silent as Cross-Media Criticism Mounts

The next day, criticism continued to grow. By 2 PM, users had posted over 200 com-
ments critical of Tagesschau coverage. Importantly, as shown in Figure 4, the propor-
tion of comments related to the editorial decision was roughly equal to that of
comments related to other aspects of the case: users were increasingly referencing the
lack of coverage in the Tagesschau television segment rather than the case itself.

Then, a key moment occurred which accelerated this criticism. At 3:19 PM, the left-
leaning magazine “Stern” published a story highlighting the unfolding debate on the
Tagesschau’s Facebook page—the first of several media outlets to do so. Its headline
stated “This is how the Tagesschau suits the fake-news instigators” (Maier 2016), going
on to argue that the lack of coverage was only providing further fuel for right-wing
populists. Soon, other German news outlets—Die Welt, Der Spiegel, the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ)—followed suit with stories of their own (Frank 2016; Hanfeld
2016; Welt 2016). Even international press including The New York Times, The Daily
Mail, and The Irish Times eventually covered the case, with the New York Times specif-
ically referencing the Facebook comments (Eddy 2016; Scally 2016; Hall 2016).
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These articles were significant not only because of their impact on the sheer num-
ber of comments, but also because they gave commenters external reputable sources
to cite in support of their objection that the “Maria L.” case was more than just a
regional issue as the Tagesschau had initially claimed. In total, users posted 58 links to
other news media stories. Of these, nine comments shared links to each of the Stern
and Daily Mail articles, and ten comments shared the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
article. After the Stern article’s publication, the number of comments relating to the
Tagesschau’s coverage grew dramatically even while the frequency of other comments
remained stable. This was facilitated by the inclusion of a link in the Stern article dir-
ectly to the Tagesschau’s own Facebook post.

December 5: The Tagesschau Responds by Turning to Social Media

The next morning at 7:33 AM, Tagesschau staff posted a link to a blog written by its
editor-in-chief Kai Gniffke. Although the blog itself is no longer available, it received a
great deal of coverage in other outlets that enables us to reconstruct its main argu-
ments (Hanfeld 2016). Gniffke re-iterated the main points of the original justification
posted on December 3. On a practical level, he argued that Tagesschau broadcasts
could not report on every homicide occurring in Germany. Moreover, as long as refu-
gees did not stand out in crime statistics, he saw no reason to cover individual crimes
such as the “Maria L.” case. He also defended Tagesschau policy of only mentioning
the national origins or other identifying features of suspects if they are necessary to
understand a crime.

As seen in Figure 5, this statement generated further comments about the Tagesschau’s
position. What is more, the level of direct engagement by Tagesschau social media staff run-
ning the Facebook page increased. On December 3, moderators had only commented three

Figure 4. Tagesschau Facebook comments, December 4.
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times, twice to remind users about the community standards. By contrast, moderators inter-
vened 20 times on the post linking to Gniffke’s blog post. Qualitatively, some of these com-
ments went beyond merely reminding users of guidelines. For example, one user
commented “the people will love you again if you free yourself from the government and
come back to the side of the people.” In response, a moderator stated that “we do not want
to be loved, we don’t want to stand on anyone’s side. We report independently.”

With no abatement in criticism, and pressure continuing to grow, at 1:56 PM the
Tagesschau announced that Gniffke would hold a Facebook live Q&A session later that
afternoon at 3:30 PM. This session sparked high interest and prompted the greatest
number of comments related to the coverage throughout the entire period—over
eight times as many compared to the original critical response on December 3. The
Facebook Live session opened with Gniffke giving an unscripted monologue:

Today, I would really really like to discuss a topic with you that deeply moved us the last
couple of days since the weekend. On Saturday night, we had a Tagesschau-edition in which
we didn’t mention that a suspect was arrested in Freiburg in the case of the killed student.
Many people have written us since, reached out to us, other media took up the topic as well,
why we didn’t report the suspect – his arrest. And, because these reactions were so intense
and so numerous, we decided that we want to discuss this topic today again with you. In
that sense, I ask you, send us questions, I will try to answer as many as possible in the next
half-hour. And I am happy that we can have a discussion, despite all the justifiable criticism,
which we have to endure. The least that you can expect from us is that we engage with it.

His statement, when placed alongside evidence of moderators’ responses in the
previous hours, illustrates how Tagesschau editorial staff engaged with—and were
likely impacted by—audience feedback delivered through social media as well as
through parallel media coverage. Specifically, Gniffke appeared to soften the broad-
caster’s original assertion that the “Maria L.” case had no national significance: now he

Figure 5. Tagesschau Facebook comments, December 5.
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spoke of “justifiable criticism,” and, when asked during the Q&A why the other public
broadcaster Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen (ZDF) had covered the case, he admitted “a
different decision could have been made.” As the session ended, Gniffke announced
that the “Maria L.” case would indeed be covered in that day’s Tagesthemen, but not
during that evening’s Tagesschau program. He explained that Tagesthemen would
cover the case “because by now such a great relevance emerged from this isolated
case. Because so many people, politicians as well, spoke about it, took a stance on the
issue of how to deal with refugees… now a threshold has been passed that we have
a society-wide discussion.” As the case now fell within ARD’s remit, he concluded
“maybe you will now think that this isn’t consistent or even that it is an admission of
guilt. But we hope you don’t see it that way.”

Our analysis of these tumultuous 72hours revealed several moments of feedback
between Tagesschau staff and audiences who took to social media in expressing their
views. Crucially, we found that audiences had a greater role in setting and maintaining
the terms of the discussion as being squarely about the Tagesschau’s editorial policies
rather than the details of the case itself. This contributes empirical evidence for the the-
oretical expectations about how and in which circumstances audience-led cascades
might arise: although the initial number of commenters was strikingly small, the cascad-
ing process was amplified and accelerated by other media that began covering the
debate, too. In other circumstances involving overtly partisan media, debates about edi-
torial standards would not likely have mattered in the same way. However, owing to
the ARD’s distinctive brand and legal obligations as a public broadcaster, these percep-
tions and allegations of bias—aired in an increasingly visible manner—demanded a
response. Therefore, while the ARD and Tagesschau programming might be independ-
ent from political influence from above, our evidence shows how it nevertheless faces
constraints from below (from audiences) and horizontally (from competing media).

Conclusion

Particularly in the absence of personal contact or experience, agendas are core means
by which members of the public encounter politically consequential issues such as
immigration and asylum (Blinder and Allen 2016). But the direction of influence has
often been characterized as being mostly one-way, with audiences receiving information
cascading downwards from more powerful individuals and organizations. By contrast,
recent re-theorization (e.g., Entman and Usher 2018) acknowledges the possibility for
audiences to generate their own cascades, particularly through digital means. Our study,
by contributing finely grained documentation of audience interaction, provides further
empirical evidence of how and in what circumstances this can occur. In our case, those
circumstances involved a widely recognized public media organization bound by dual
imperatives to achieve near-universal reach and to report in ways that are (at least per-
ceived to be) nonpartisan; an ability for highly motivated users to directly engage with
media staff via digital platforms, accompanied by an expectation on the part of staff to
respond; and a high-salience issue spanning domestic and international domains, intro-
ducing tension as to who or what should be given authority and priority.

Furthermore, our analysis illustrates how “media organizations” mentioned within
theories of press-state relations are plural, comprising heterogeneous sets of media
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that interact and compete. This observation has theoretical implications by providing
a mechanism by which users—highly attuned and politically engaged ones, more
likely than not (Ziegele et al. 2017)—can express and justify their dissatisfaction using
feedback from other media sources. Not only does this fit with the theoretical revi-
sions to cascading activation that give greater scope for audiences to exert influence
(Entman and Usher 2018), but it also points to the need for distinguishing among dif-
ferent types of users within broad audiences (e.g., Brosius and Weimann 1996).
Although we do not have individual-level features for commenters in our dataset,
future research could productively link user characteristics with comment content and
dynamics to understand which audiences are more likely to engage in this behavior—
and with what motivations. Even so, our study contributes methodologically to studies
of intermedia agenda-setting dynamics by illustrating the value of following argu-
ments forwards and backwards across media types: a study focussing on coverage of
“Maria L.” after it appeared on Tagesschau programming from December five would
have missed the public reaction on social media that had preceding an editorial deci-
sion to place it on the program in the first place.

In our examination of how audiences might generate their own cascades, we have
been careful to avoid strong claims about whether audience feedback alone caused
the eventual shift in Tagesschau reporting. Indeed, possibly the key moment that
accelerated criticism of the Tagesschau involved publication of the debate itself in
competing news organizations. This firmly moved discussion onto editorial decision-
making—both its appropriateness and motivation—and away from the details of the
case. To use the alarm/patrol terminology of Amber Boydstun (2013), one could argue
that coverage of “Maria L.” in wider media functioned as an “alarm” that mobilized
public attention around the case. Yet as we demonstrated in our analysis, part of the
subsequent “patrol” activity actually involved audiences and other news organizations
holding Tagesschau staff accountable for not raising their own alarm on its evening
broadcast. This suggests that cascades can be sustained by groups operating at levels
below and horizontal to a media organization—a conclusion that is consistent with
expectations of intermedia agenda-setting.

Finally, it is worth reflecting on the practical implications and consequences of this
moment in Tagesschau history, both for the news organization itself and for wider
journalism practice. As of June 2021, the Tagesschau YouTube page (Tagesschau 2021)
had displayed a pinned video that outlined its reporting criteria with explicit reference
to the decision not to cover the “Maria L.” case (Tagesschau 2019). Yet even prior to
2016, the Tagesschau’s digital audience was already expressing its desires for both
more transparency in the outlet’s news selection process and greater awareness of
viewers’ own agendas of newsworthy items (Heise et al. 2014). After the events of the
“Maria L.” case, Tagesschau staff undertook steps to engage with their critics in an ini-
tiative called “Tagesschau on Tour” (Welt 2018), which aimed to place key editorial
staff in townhall-style conversations with members of the public. Although only two
of these events took place—one in Mittweida, located in Saxony where AfD support has
been especially strong, and one in K€othen, a place that had experienced heightened ten-
sions over a number of competing immigration-related vigils and demonstrations—they
were significant enough to warrant the presence of Gniffke and Jan Hofer (a main
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Tagesschau presenter). These events likely intended to address growing concerns over
Tagesschau’s public image and relevance as a news source, a lack of credible strategies
for sensitively dealing with immediate events like “Maria L.,” and longer-term disaffection
among key segments of the German population—particularly those in East Germany.

Yet these concerns, and their relevance for publicly funded media, are not a
uniquely German issue. Populism and anti-elite sentiment have been globally salient,
particularly following the November 2016US elections and the June 2016 UK referen-
dum on EU membership, both of which captured international attention (Hobolt 2016;
Rudolph 2021). The ARD’s decision to hold these events illustrates an awareness of
how relationships between public broadcasters and audiences can quickly shift,
although the long-term effectiveness of these particular initiatives in changing journal-
ism practices is unclear.

Normatively, what does our analysis suggest for how public broadcasters should
engage with audiences in a political moment characterized by affective polarization,
growing skepticism towards mainstream media and outlets for expertise, and increas-
ing segmentation of information sources? On the one hand, publicly funded media
organizations potentially contribute to further polarization by choosing to cover con-
troversial yet salient issues like asylum and refugee integration. This could endanger
their existence in current form, especially in situations where they rely on broad public
support through license fees. Yet on the other hand, public broadcasters’ persistence
in covering these kinds of important topics maintains the possibility of presenting
viewpoints that audiences may not otherwise demand. Going forward, public service
media will have to continue negotiating interests and needs that sometimes conflict—
with uncertain political consequences.

Notes

1. “ARD aktuell” produces a bundle of news programs that include “Tagesschau,”
“Tagesthemen,” and “Nachtmagazin,” all of which share staff. Since it uses the “Tagesschau”
brand in its public presence, we use this name as shorthand to refer to ARD-aktuell’s
national news reporting programs.

2. Although “most important issue/problem” questions are not measuring attitudes towards
immigrants and refugees per se, empirical work demonstrates how (at least on immigration)
both importance and problem-status are strongly correlated with negative attitudes,
suggesting these indices are capturing hostility to immigrants (McLaren, Boomgaarden, and
Vliegenthart 2018).

3. In their study of how immigration has been covered by UK media, Allen and Blinder (2018)
argue that non-partisan statistical agencies—part of the bureaucratic arm of the state—
become intermediary “anchors” for news coverage that challenge the government. Our
account differs from theirs by considering what happens when a media organization itself
must act (and be seen to be acting) in non-partisan ways.

4. Best practice in calculating intercoder reliability for manual content analysis avoids relying
on the percentage of agreement between two coders because some of that agreement will
have happened by chance. For completeness, our percentage agreement for “related to
coverage” was 0.93 (SE 0.01; 95% confidence interval of 0.91-0.95) and for “supportive or
not supportive” was 0.97 (SE 0.02; 95% confidence interval of 0.93-1.00).

5. Qualitatively, we saw evidence of this (infrequent) practice: during the discussions, several
commenters asked why their previous comments had been deleted.
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